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Abstract

In this text I analyze the ways in which E/ Téempo, one of the most influential newspapers in Colombia,
reported and represented the cases of rape of women and girls committed by members of the US military
forces in the first decade of the 21st century. This analysis is framed in the historical and political context
of Colombia, emphasizing on the implementation and consequences of Plan Colombia. At the same time,
it problematizes the alliances between the media and the political elites in the country in the frame of
what Chomsky and Herman (1988) have called "Manufacturing consent".

1. Introduction

This essay focuses on how the cases of rape and abuse of minors committed by the U.S. military
forces in Colombia, during the first decade of the 21* century, were presented and handled by
the main local newspaper E/ Tiempo. Specifically, it analyses the strategies of representation used

by the newspaper and the overall absence of news related to the abuses.

In 2015, the Comision Historica del Conflicto y sus V'ictimas- CHCV (Historical Commission
of the Conflict and its Victims) presented its final report about the conflict between the national
government of Colombia and the FARC guerrilla which lasted for over five decades. That
document was to serve as a source for the peace negotiations that were being held in Havana,
Cuba since 2012'. The document “Contribucién al entendimiento del conflicto armado en

Colombia” (Contributions to the Understanding of the Armed Conflict in Colombia) include

L After the first draft of the agreement was rejected in the polls in October 2016, a final version was approved
by Colombia’s Congress in December of 2016 and it is now being implemented.



several essays that aimed to elaborate on the causes and consequences of the internal conflict of

that country”.

The 13" part written by Renan Vega Cantor and titled “Injerencia de los Estados Unidos,
contrainsurgencia y terrorismo de Estado” (Interference of the United States, Counter-
insurgence and State Terrorism) (697-761), explored the relations of Colombia and the U.S. since
the beginning of the 20" Century. It argued that the U.S. has never been, and should not be
considered an external influence in Colombia’s internal conflict, but rather an active agent.

In the fragment that is closely related to this research, named “Imperialismo Sexual”
(Sexual Imperialism) (745), Vega presented 54 cases of sexual abuse committed by U.S. militaries
and contractors against under-aged women; some of which were videotaped and later sold as
pornography. These crimes were committed in Melgar, a city located in the central region of the
country and near the Air Base Tolemaida, which held U.S. military operations since the beginning
of the program Plan Colombia in 1999.

This section of the report was extensively addressed by the Colombian press in 2015, when
the peacenegotiationswith the FARC guerrilla were reaching agreements. However, the crimes
had occurred from 1999 to 2010 when Plan Colombia was first implemented. This research,
specifically, focuses on the reports made by the press, throughout the original time frame in
which the abuses occurred, in order to analyze the overall coverage and strategies of

representation of those crimes in the local newspaper E/ Tiempo.

2. El Tiempo: Family and Politics

E/ Tiempo is the main publication of EL TIEMPO Casa Editorial, the largest media enterprise in
Colombia, which was founded in 1911 (Holguin, 54). E/ Tiempo is a nationally published

newspaper and has historically held the majority of subscribers in Colombia.

E/ Tiempo has historically maintained close ties with the political elite of the country.

Firstly, for decades it was owned by the Santos family, which has had 4 presidents in office’, as

2 In the specialized literature there is an ongoing debate about the proper term to refer to the confrontation
between armed insurgent groups and the state’s armed forces. Given that this is wide debate and it does not
concern the main focus of this research | have opted for following the guidelines of the peace agreement
(Acuerdo final para la terminacion del conflict y la construccién de una paz estable y duradera), and will be
using the terms “Conflict” and “Internal Conflict” without distinctions to allude this events.

3 The former president of Colombia, Juan Manuel Santos Calderon, is grandnephew of Eduardo Santos, who
was director of “EL TIEMPO” in 1913 and president of Colombia in the period 1938-1942,



well as numerous majors, governors and congress members (Garcia 1059). Moreover, many of
them have worked as journalists, columnists and directors of the publication (Torres 15).
Likewise, due to its affiliations, the newspaper has supported —or censured- various political
campaigns (Acufia 247). As Marfa Abello stated in her study on E/ Tiempo’s content, this
newspaper has been always a tool for the colombian political elite to reproduce and legitimate

its discourses, opinions and thoughts (30).

2.1. Tacit alliances in perspective

Herman and Chomsky in the book Manufacturing Consent (1998) presented a model designed to
analyze the closeness between the mass media and the political power. According to them, the
government is a reliable and cheap primary source of information for the media because of its
status and credibility: “In particular, a newsworker will recognize an official’s claim to knowledge
not merely as a claim, but as a credible, competent piece of knowledge” (Fishman qtd. in Herman
& Chomsky 10). The media, then, draws economic benefits from the continuous access to
reputable news from the administration, without mobilizing many resources to scrutinize.

On its part, the government drags benefits by manipulating the media to accommodate
its agenda. It provides information for news relevant to sustain its interests and holds back on
what might be detrimental. In the end, both parties immersed in this intricate relation decide
what constitutes, or not, the news (17) and accommodate their interests to meet the othet’s side
and vice versa. As the authors proposed, the mass media usually serves the ends of the dominant

elite becoming the State’s system for propaganda (9).

In Colombia, maintaining this alliance in the last decades has been relatively easy. Since
the end of the 1990’s, the two traditional conservative and liberal parties started to openly share
similar agendas (Llano 90), so the political inclination of E/ Tiempo has had continuity.
Additionally, with the independent press being historically a small and endangered fraction of
the media (Molina 11) E/ Tiempo prevails on the production and distribution of news that support
the political power. As was noted by Abello, this newspaper reaches the largest audience and
adjusts it continuously to meet the national agenda, deliberately avoiding entering in conflict

with its interests (30).



3. Legacy of Sexual Abuse: Colombia and the United States

Controversies from all sorts of nature have surrounded the U.S. military participation in
Colombia, echoing their role endangering rights and sovereignties in other countries that have
hosted their armed forces. U.S.’s soldiers and contractors in Colombia have participated in lines
of drug distribution; they have provided weapons to paramilitary groups (Colectivo de Abogados
“José Alvear Restrepo” n. p.; Gémez n. p.); collaborated with paramilitary in operations (Vega
7306); supported illegal executions of civilians to made them appear as members of the guerrillas
(Rodriguez 32) and killed people while driving drunk. All while benefiting from their immunity
status and from the inefficiency of their own government to investigate and prosecute their

crimes in foreign countries (Snell 1160).

There is also a long history of rape perpetuated by U.S militaries in foreign countries. In
the Vietnam War (1961), soldiers “relieved boredom” by raping women in the country’s
highlands (Brownmiller 32; Gémez n. p.); in Korea they have persistently controlled and
supported networks of women trafficking (Hughes et.al. 903); in Bosnia in 1995 numerous cases
of rape perpetuated by soldiers and contractors were reported (Kucia 28) as happened, also, in

Iraq in 2003 during the invasion (Snell 1126).

In Colombia, although the U.S. had started training military forces since the 80’s it was
not until Plan Colombia in 1999, when large commissions began to reside in its territory and the
abuses started happening. As noted by Renan Vega, the program allowed the participation of up

to 800 military and private contractors (7306).

The documented rape cases committed by U.S military happened during the first decade
of Plan Colombia, from 1999 to 2010. The NGO Corporaciéon Colectivo de Abogados “José
Alvear Restrepo” — CCAJAR, which advocates for human rights, issued a report in 2008 of the
assaults stating that they occurred in the area surrounding the Air Base Tolemaida. The cases
were discovered in October 2004 when videotapes went public and some women tried to

denounce the perpetrators to the local police, without success.

The NGO’s report drew from Anna Kucia’s investigation. She interviewed some victims
and their families in 2006 and 2007 for her research “The Complex Relationship Between Private
Military and Security Companies and the Security of Civilians: Insights from Colombia”. Kucia

argued that the assaults were mainly carried out by contractors, who inhabited the areas without



disciplinary restrictions, but protected by immunity as regular military men (27). The cases of
rape were perpetrated against 53 minors and young women. Each victim was videotaped. Twelve
additional videos, contained in floppy disks, showed amateur porn productions with extra male
actors. Kucia explained:

“These videos were offered for sale at the black markets of different
Colombian towns and in the internet. [...] The closeness to the local
population and thus the opportunity to commit such an action seemed
to have constituted critical factors here. Contractors living in isolated
and secured bases had much less opportunities to get into contact with
local communities” (27-28).

4. Representation of the cases of rape abuse in the Newspaper EI Tiempo

In 2005 the first article alluding to the cases of rape was published in E/ Tzempo. Titled “Multiples
incidentes con militares de E.U.” (Multiple incidents with military from the U.S.) (Redaccién El
Tiempo- Apr. 18, 2005) the piece mentioned accusations of participation in pornographic
videos, described two car accidents, and explained how five soldiers were caught in the U.S. with
16Kg of cocaine smuggled inside a military airplane. The final section clarified that the crimes
were not under investigation in Colombia because the participants worked under immunity

agreements.

That line was the newspaper’s earliest reference to the sexual assaults in Melgar, which
were first reported in 2004. The issue was superficially mentioned as ‘““accusations of
pornography” and the article did not offer any other more information, avoiding mentioning
also that the victims were minors. This evidences that the newspaper knew about the situation
and failed to cover it, privileging the details about other infractions and putting all cases in the
same level as “embarrassing situations”. Overall, they portrayed the assaults as an isolated

problem.

The articles published in 2007, three years after the first report to the authorities, covered
the most representative case: the rape of a 12 year-old girl by two men working for Plan
Colombia. The first one was published with the title “Investigan a dos militares de E.U. por
violacion de nifia de 12 afios en Comando Aéreo de Melgar” (Two military of the U.S. under
investigation for the rape of a 12 year old girl in the Air Commando in Melgar) (Redaccion El

Tiempo, Oct. 6, 2007). The crime was committed by one soldier and one contractor; however



the newspaper describes them both as “military”, a misleading designation that shows a rather

unconcerned coverage of the facts.

The article itself, described the assault. Specifically, the text questioned why the girl was
allowed to be outside her home, so late at night. Then, it explains that the Commando was also
investigating the events. Following, it is pointed out that the U.S. Embassy in Colombia had not
issued any official statement related to the abuse. In the final part, the article says that the rates
of sexual abuse of minors have grown in Melgar and that the authorities were implementing
some strategies to battle it:

“[...] autoridades locales ya tiene listo un decreto de toque de queda
para menores a partir de las 11 p.m. Y pusieron en marcha programas
de prevencion, que incluye un pegajoso reguetodn, en espafol y en inglés,
que se escucha en simultanea en todas las emisoras a las 3 p.m.” [The
local authorities have issued an executive decree for curfew since 11
p.m. And have designed prevention programs, which include a catching

reggacton song, in Spanish and English, broadcasted every day at 3 p.m.
in all radio stations].

The abuse is described privileging information from the police report and the testimony of the
commander. It excludes, for example, the mother’s testimony. Moreover, the composition
suggests that the mother is guilty for what happened, because she allowed her daughter to be
out of home at night. Following the ideas of Hayes et.al, approaches to rape like this one are in
sync with tendencies to do wictim blaming and with the ideology of the Just World Belief. These
kinds of approach make the victims look responsible for their own victimization and suggest
that the nature of their actions entailed the received consequences (205). In this case, because
the victim is underaged, the accountability was transferred to her mother, without mentioning
the other parent:

“La madre de la nifia -vendedora de artesanfas a quien vienen indagando

por permitir que sus pequenas hijas recorran el pueblo hasta altas horas

de 1a noche [...]”. [The mother of the girl —sells artcrafts and is been

questioned for allowing her little daughters to walk around town late at
night.

The next article was released the following day and was tiltled “Abuso de una nifia en Melgar
implica a dos militares de E.U.” (Abuse of girl in Melgar involves two U.S. militaries) (Unidad
investigativa El Tiempo, Oct. 7 2007). The piece had 4 paragraphs and a judicial tone. It started

recalling the pornographic videos and cocaine trafficking cases. The next section specified:



“Ahora se trata de un caso de abuso sexual contra una nifia de 12 afios.
Segun lo establecié ELL TIEMPO, en la madrugada del 25 de agosto
pasado, Michel J. Coen, sargento segundo del Ejército de Estados
Unidos, y su hombre de confianza, César Ruiz, entraron a la base de
Tolemaida con la nifia. [Now it is a case of sexual abuse against a 12-
year-old girl. According to EL TIEMPO, in the early morning of
August 25, Michel J. Coen, a second sergeant of the United States Army,
and his trusted man, César Ruiz, entered the base of Tolemaida with the

girl].
The following part drew from a confidential report and stated that the abuse was confirmed by
a psychologist, that one of the abusers (Coen) had left the country and that the other one (Ruiz)

was still working in Melgar. The last paragraph stated that the local District Attorney Office

wished to extradite Coen.

The rape of the 12 year-old gained popularity again in 2009, in a new political panorama.
Eatly that year, Ecuador suspended the activities of the U.S.’s army in their base in Manta, so
Washington started to renegotiate Plan Colombia to add the control over three new military
installations and doubling the personnel allowed to participate. During that time the congress of
Colombia was debating the expansion of Plan Colombia so senator Gustavo Petro invited Olga
Castillo Campos, mother of the 12 year-old victim, to give her testimony and strengthen his case

against the presence of U.S. military in the country.

This event quickly gained popularity because Castillo was denied the opportunity to talk in
front of the Congress. Other senators claimed that if the problem were finding victims, certainly
there would be more derived from illegal groups. These statements were reported by other media
but never appeared in E/ Tiempo. For example, the politics magazine Semana covered the
situation: “Revive caso de nifia que habria sido violada por militares de EEUU en Melgar” (Re-
awakens case of girl reportedly raped by U.S military in Melgar) (Justicia, Semana, Dec. 2 2009).
What is important to notice in this last piece is that the silence of the newspaper regarding the
abuse is structural. The lack of substantial and comprehensive reports about these cases of sexual
abuse can be interpreted as an evidence of their ideological and economic affiliations. Cleatly
the case was known and covered by the local press but E/ Tiempo avoided it, favoring the

preferred topic of the administration which was, during that decade, the approval and continuity

of Plan Colombia.



5. Conclusion

In total, 54 cases of sexual abuse and pornographic videos involving U.S. Military and
contractors were reported to local authorities in Colombia in the beginning of the 21 century.
However the coverage of E/ Tiempo newspaper during the time frame in which the crimes
occurred was limited to a few pieces that made reference to the assaults but did not explore nor
analyzed them profoundly. Analyzing their coverage of the events allowed finding this tendency

and contextualizing it in the political panorama of the country.

The coverage of the sexual assaults itself revealed that the newspaper showed almost no
interest in documenting the negative impact of the U.S. intervention in the Colombia. Over the
course of the ten years considered by this research, few articles about these crimes were found,
evidencing a complicity of the media with the agenda of the political elite. During the decade
under study, the coverage of the rrape cases was insignificant and careless whereas the
information related to the supposed positive impact of Plan Colombia was abundant and

detailed.

The persistent lack of news related to the abuses corresponds to the model defined by
Herman & Chomsky to understand the links between the mass media and political elites. The
press articles presented in this research, even those that dealt with the crimes directly, used
almost exclusively government sources such as police reports and testimonies of the military,
ignoring the input of the victims and showing no impulse for autonomous investigation. As the
authors noted “[...] propaganda campaigns will not be mobilized where victimization, even
though massive, sustained, and dramatic, fails to meet the test of utility to the elite interests”

(18).
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