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The purpose of this research initiative is to identify, trace and evaluate the notion of “failed state” in US foreign policy. In essence, this concept will be located in terms of Washington’s international and security strategy. The basic official documents since the end of the Cold War - when the idea of failed state was first introduced - will be thoroughly reviewed. The historical and political contexts that contribute to its emergence as a critical notion will be analyzed and debated. In addition, the fundamental underlying criteria for its definition and application will be taken into consideration.

After this initial phase, the aim of the research will be to link this concept to other important questions such as the use of force, humanitarian intervention, state building, global governance, among others.

This project involves a descriptive analysis of the concept of failed state, an explanatory understanding of its significance and an empirical appraisal of its meaning. Documentary and policy material will be evaluated. 

One regional case study that will be examined regarding the relevance and scope of US foreign policy on failed states is the example of Colombia. It should be re-called that according to the findings of 1999-2001 United States Commission on national Security/21st Century (the so-called Hart-Rudman report), “not every such problem (the failed state concern) must be primarily a US responsibility, particularly in a world where other powers are amassing significant wealth and human resources. There are countries whose domestic stability is, for differing reasons, of major importance to US interests (such as Mexico, Colombia, Russia, and Saudi Arabia). Without prejudging the likelihood of domestic upheaval, these countries should be a priority focus of US planning in a manner appropriate to the respective cases. For cases of lesser priority, the Unites States should help the international community develop innovative mechanisms to manage the problems of failed states”.

The idea of state failure was present in Colombia long before this was perceived as part of the global security agenda. All through the second half of the 20th Century, this concept has been associated with the escalation of violence hand in hand with the breaking down of institutions, the curtailment of the states’ territorial control, the crisis within the military and police forces, and the growing negligence of the local political elites. At the present time, the Uribe administration, with full support from the United States, has been especially concerned with the strengthening of the armed forces and the police apparatus as the main source of legitimacy and authority to reverse the process of state crisis caused by internal war. This policy - labeled as “democratic security” has lead to the establishment of “islands of legitimacy” in which political stability and the functioning of institutional order can be observed in certain parts of the country (as is the case of Bogotá) and are completely absent in others under total or partial control of the narco-guerrilla and/or the paramilitary forces.  

Special attention should be given to the problematic aspects of the recent amnesty process initiated with the paramilitary which in fact legitimizes the impunity of these groups allowing them to access the islands of legitimacy and which will pose new threats for their maintenance.  

On the other hand, the role of the US as a major supporter of Uribe’s security policies - primarily by way of the Plan Colombia (3.5 bn dollars) - has not achieved the success expected regarding the diminishing of drug production and traffic in Colombia. Nevertheless, the use of the concept ‘failed state’ regarding Colombia has completely disappeared in the US agenda, not only neglecting the idea that the country could be facing a civil war, but also not considering domestic conflict.

Undoubtedly, the role of the Unites States in the case of Colombia has been and is inevitable. The interesting question is whether South America understands and demonstrates that it has interests at stake in the Colombian example and if its able to formulate an alternative to the ongoing domestic armed conflict in the Andean country.

In this direction, can the usage of the notion of failed state hinder or facilitate the possibility of a political solution to the Colombian test-case? Can Washington and South America agree upon a mechanism to resolve positively this difficult example? Is there a chance for a concert diplomacy between key South American countries and the Unites States regarding the Colombian armed conflict? How can democratic governance in the region be enhanced by solving the Colombian dilemma? These and other questions will be formulated and attempted to be answered during the course of this project.
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