Ingrid Betancourt: five years in the Colombian jungle

Ingrid Betancourt had not been seen alive since September 2003.  On 30 November  2007, the Colombian government released silent videotapes which included images of the former presidential candidate. Who is Ingrid Betancourt and why is she being held hostage in the Colombian jungle?

In 1989, Ingrid Betancourt was leading a quiet life as the wife of a diplomat and a mother of two children. Then her mother Yolanda Pulecio witnessed the assassination of Colombian presidential candidate, Luis Carlos Galán. Galán supported the extradition treaty to the US for drug smugglers and thus rekindled the hope of an end to the corruption which still afflicts the country. Ingrid left everything behind and decided to take action.

‘My name is Ingrid Betancourt, I am running for parliament and I believe that corruption is the political equivalent of AIDS.  Here you are, I am offering you this condom so that you will think of me on the day of the elections’.  Ingrid Betancourt started her political career by handing out condoms on the busiest crossroad in the Colombian capital Bogota.

Corruption is the AIDS of Colombia

Her father, a former diplomat and ex-secretary of state for education in Colombia, started to get things moving in the media.  Although he did so unintentionally, since his daughter’s rather modern campaign techniques shocked him. The biggest weekly newspaper in Colombia, Semana, soon mentioned his disapproval in its most popular column  ‘Confidential’.  In this deeply Catholic country, the symbol of the condom really struck home.  TV channels and all the papers covered her campaign.  Ingrid’s face was recognized everywhere, as she appealed to people from all walks of life, especially the less affluent.  And so, she was elected as an MP in 1994. 

Together with a handful of fellow dissident MP’s, Betancourt denounced an actual case of corruption: it appeared that the Colombian army wanted to buy second-hand Galil weapons from Israel which could not be used in the tropics, but which would enable middle men to pocket millions in bribes.  Betancourt’s autobiography ‘Until Death Do Us Part’ (2002) contains a staggering description of how the press, initially on her side, allowed itself to be used again and again to defend corrupt rulers.  Fair or foul, the gloves were off; the press soon claimed that Betancourt’s election campaign was financed at the time by arms dealer Colt and that by revealing the Galil affair, she was returning them a favour because the arms company felt left out. 

She publishes her first book in 1996. ‘Si Sabia’ revealed how the campaign of former president Ernesto Samper was financed by the notorious drug cartel of Kali.  Samper was taken to court.  When it became clear that the affair was going to be swept under the carpet as well, Betancourt started a hunger strike in parliament.  She lapsed into a coma, but recovered to create her own green party: Oxigeno, the Spanish word for oxygen, a reference to the battle against the stifling air of corruption in the country. 

In 1998, Betancourt was elected as a senator.  On 23 February 2002, the day she was kidnapped, she was campaigning for the presidential elections, together with Clara Rojas. 

La rage au coeur

At the end of the Sixties, Betancourt’s father turned down an offer to become the president of Colombia.  His decision greatly disappointed his wife, Yolanda Pulecio who later became a local councilor.  In her autobiography (originally ‘La rage au coeur’ which translates literally as  ‘A Rage in the Heart’) Betancourt describes how, following her divorce, her mother was  ‘pursued by the press, dragged through the mire by the entire bourgeoisie and divested of her parental authority’, but still dared to stand to be reelected to the local council.  She fought, says daughter Ingrid, ‘with a rage in her heart’.  Clearly, Ingrid carries on her mother’s struggle and appeared to want to take on the role her father had refused.  The fight against corruption literally runs in her veins. 

French connections

Ingrid Betancourt spent part of her youth in Paris where she studied political science (one of her teachers was the former Prime Minister Dominique de Villepin).  Her ties to France were reinforced during her studies when she met her first husband, French diplomat Fabrice Delloye with whom she has two children, Mélanie and Lorenzo.  Betancourt possesses both French and Colombian nationality which explains the constant attention of the French public and politicians. 

Regular campaigns and events, especially in Belgium and France, by organisations across the world have ensured that Betancourt, her assistant Clara Rojas, and thousands of other Colombian hostages are not forgotten.

Humanitarian exchange

For years now, the discussion has revolved around the demand of the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), who are holding Betancourt, to establish a demilitarized zone under international supervision with a view to performing a humanitarian exchange.  Some fifty political hostages, Betancourt among them, would thus be exchanged against 500 emprisoned guerrilla fighters.  The FARC claim to favour a humanitarian exchange, but do not want to negotiate with the current Colombian president whom they consider to be a faithful ally of Washington.  Uribe in turn refuses to negotiate with what he calls “terrorists”.  One should remember in this context that Uribe’s father fell victim to the FARC in the 1980’s. 

First sign of life in over four and a half years

The president of Venezuela, Hugo Chávez, launched negotiations in August 2007 in order to bring about a humanitarian exchange.  In this context, he asked the FARC for signs of life from the hostages.  His Colombian counterpart Uribe released him from this mission on 21 November, allegedly because Chávez, despite a promise not to do so, directly contacted a Colombian army commander. 

With the arrest of three FARC rebels in Bogota, on 29 November 2007, video footage and letters written by several hostages, including Ingrid Betancourt, were seized by the army and released a day later.  On 1 December 2007, without asking her family’s permission, the daily El Tiempo published a letter (dated 22 October 2007, see link below) written by Ingrid – according to her on command, as a sign of life - to her mother and family.  The description of her situation is alarming and led to new initiatives, including recorded messages by French president Nicolas Sarkozy and by her two children.  These were also broadcasted on the radio station Radio France International, which Betancourt said she could receive in her letter to her mother and family.
The situation at the beginning of 2008

In a press release published on 18 December 2007, the FARC announced that they intended to release three hostages: Betancourt’s assistant Clara Rojas, her three-year old son Emmanuel, and former deputy Consuelo Gonzalez Perdomo.  They were released on Thursday 10 January 2008. 

As a Christmas and birthday gift, Betancourt’s husband Juan Carlos Lecompte flew over the Amazonian jungle of Southern Colombia on 25 December 2007 to spread 22,000 pictures of her children.

At the beginning of 2008, a solution has never appeared so close.  The question remains: will the Colombian government and the FARC reach a compromise regarding the demand of the FARC – for a demilitarized zone of 850 sq.m. – in order to bring about a humanitarian exchange.

The FARC are registered as a terrorist organisation in the EU and the United States.  With an army of some 20,000 people, the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia occupy a third of Colombia.  Among the more than 3000 hostages, 1000 are said to be held by them.  The FARC finance their cause through drugs (cocaine) and ransom money, among other means.  They are said to be jointly responsible, together with the ELN guerrilla movement and paramilitary supported by the government, for the civil war which started over forty years ago and has claimed the lives of 200,000 to 300,000 Colombians to this day.

Chronology of a kidnapping

- The FARC were granted a demilitarized zone (the size of Switzerland) which they can control.  In the middle of this zone lies San Vincente Del Caguan, where peace negotiations take place between the FARC and the government.

- October 2000: municipal elections; Nestor Ramirez (Oxygeno Verde party) was elected mayor of San Vincente Del Caguan. Ingrid promised to stand by the inhabitants, in good as well as in bad times.

- 17-2-2002: Ingrid met the FARC, together with other presidential candidates.  To Raul Reyes, second in command of the FARC, she says: ‘No Mas Secuestro!’.

- 20-2-2002: President Pastrana broke off negotiations and sent the army to regain control over the Caguan.  The paramilitary arrived with the army, leading to retaliation, missing persons and assassinations.  Nestor Ramirez asked Ingrid to bring the situation to the public’s attention and to stop the murders by doing so.  Ingrid decided to visit them. 

23-3-2002: with a helicopter, Pastrana took 150 journalists with him to San Vincente, but denied access to Ingrid.  Instead, he gave her an official car to reach San Vincente. 

Ingrid accepted although she realized the dangers of such a road trip. 

Between Florenzia and San Vincente, the car was stopped by a FARC roadblock.  An incident followed in which a guerrillero was wounded by a landmine.  Ingrid suggested taking him to hospital by car.  The FARC asked for instructions through their radio transmitter, then took Ingrid and the wounded guerrillero with them.  The journalists accompanying the group were sent away. Clara Rojas decided to stay with Ingrid. 

Comment

“How can you explain that 150 journalists, most of whom were foreigners, arrived safely at their destination while that safety was denied to a presidential candidate?”

Juan Carlos Lecompte in Cambio, 27 May 2002

Source: betancourt.info

Alvaro Uribe was reelected for a second presidential term on 28 May 2006. The confirmation of the power of the right in Colombia is remarkable while the rest of South America is currently experiencing a left-wing/left of centre surge. However, the percentage of non-voters in Colombia always exceeds 50%.

To find out more, check out:

http://www.betancourt.info/indexEng.htm
http://www.iht.com/cgi-bin/search.cgi?query=a+powerless+pawn&sort=publicationdate&submit=Search
http://www.eltiempo.com/politica/2007-12-01/ARTICULO-WEB-NOTA_INTERIOR-3840046.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/colombia/story/0,,2219865,00.html
http://www.farcep.org/pagina_ingles/
