Colombia Supremo
 

It started with a chance encounter.  Foreigners were spotted as they bathed in a jungle river.  They’d been out of contact with the civilized world for over five years.  Families tried to stay in contact through the good graces of a radio station that broadcast personal messages.  Friends and a dedicated few had seen only an occasional flash of an emaciated, bound figure in a video, or anxiously interviewed those who had caught a brief glimpse of a hostage.  Then came the good news.  Colombia’s military had “eyes on” the hostages.

On July 2nd, Colombian Special Forces staged an elaborate ruse.  Posing as a non-government organization, replete with Russian helicopters and Che Guevara t-shirts, Colombia’s military boldly duped the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia – the FARC – into handing over former Colombian presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt, Americans Marc Gonsalves, Thomas Howes and Keith Stansell, whose narcotics reconnaissance aircraft had crashed in the Colombian jungle in February 2003, along with eleven Colombian uniformed servicemembers.  Without firing a shot, the elite troops flew their new charges to an ecstatic reception, witnessing swift justice as their former captor lay bound naked and blindfolded on the metal floor of the helicopter.

As with many of the most secret programs, only selected portions of the operation will be revealed bit by bit to the public and the media.  Press reports now indicate the operation was made possible by false flagged FARC couriers, who were enticed to the Colombian government’s side of the struggle, passed fake orders to those who held the hostages, and commanded their transfer.  We hear that the brave Colombian operatives, who risked capture or death if they failed in their bold rescue, took acting lessons to better portray their role as members of a well-funded cause.  In time, we will hear of the hostages ordeal in their own words.  We will hear of the brutality and wanton disregard for liberty by those FARC rebels who claim to fight for freedom.  And, in time, we may hear from the rescuers.  But the complete story may never be heard by the public.  Instead, it will be quietly whispered in the dark corners of bars, restaraunts and offices, passed from generation to generation of soldier and spy.  Each story will be told from an individual’s vantage point.  The tactics of the operation may be compiled into a training course, to teach future rescuers.  In time, someone may break ranks and write a book.  But rest assured, only those who were there, the “men in the arena” as Theordore Roosevelt put it, know the whole story.  The rest of us must merely sit back in awe and admiration of their selfless deeds.

The July 2nd operation was a classic influence operation—in this case, a con job.  By knowing the enemy, and leveraging what assets they could, Colombia’s defense forces manipulated the information available to remote, compartmented FARC guerillas, bluffing their way into a relationship of trust.  In the end, the FARC’s most valuable playing cards were spirited off into the sunset, leaving stunned guerillas to ponder what had happened, and an pitiful face-saving Hugo Chavez to remind the world that he, not military force, was the key to negotiating the return of any remaining hostages.

Colombia dared, and won.  Latin America’s most experienced military joins the ranks of a growning number of Western nations employing the latest capability in the doctrinal arsenal:  manhunting.  Manhunting--the deliberate concentration of national power to find, influence, capture or kill an individual or human network--is rapidly becoming the preferred method of dealing with non-state actors and asymmetric threats.  President Alvaro Uribe first revealed his willingness to employ manhunting doctrine in March 2008, when a Colombian air raid killed top FARC deputy Raul Reyes along with 16 other guerillas.  Following up on the air raid, Colombian military forces seized documents and computer files, later authenticated by INTERPOL, which revealed embarassing links between the FARC rebels and South American governments including Venezuela.  Colombia’s operations, built upon bloody experience combating ruthless drug cartels, paid off handsomely.

Israel is perhaps the most experienced nation to employ manhunting operations, which were legally sanctioned by the Israeli Supreme Court in December 2006.  We hear weekly stories as Israeli Defense Forces, unmanned aerial vehicles and helicopter gunships hunt and kill terrorists in the Gaza Strip and West Bank.  The United States and Great Britain are also expanding their manhunting portfolio, as Special Operations and intelligence forces span the globe to capture or kill al-Qa’ida affiliated terrorists.  Last month, France showed off her talent by tracking and apprehending pirates who seized the yacht Le Ponant off the coast of Somalia.  It seems the West has found a way to level the playing field with non-state actors.  Hunt them down.  Keep them on the run, or at least off balance.

This week, Colombia’s elite forces bask in well-deserved international admiration, as families are reunited with long lost loved ones.  The Colombian soldiers will no doubt receive recognition for their deeds.  Then they will turn back to their demanding work.  May the Good Lord guide their efforts, because last week, these quiet professionals threw a mailed fist at terrorism, turned the tables, and made Columbia supreme.
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