
 
                                                                                                                                     

SECURITY ISSUES IN THE COLOMBIAN MINING INDUSTRY 
 
Colombia has never been viewed as being in the same league as the 
Latin American mining giants such as Chile, Peru, Mexico or Brazil.  
That said, the country has a long history of mining dating back to pre-
Columbian times and continuing to this day in such large projects as 
the Cerrejon open cast coal mine and the Cerro Matoso nickel mine, 
to say nothing of extensive legal and illegal gold mining operations.  
Emeralds, coltan and other minerals round out the Colombian mining 
picture.	  	  

 
 
It was simply too dangerous to invest in large projects in certain areas, 
or security issues made such projects too risky for most foreign 
investors.  The lack of modern infrastructure (partially caused by the 
internal conflict) also lessened interest in developing major mining 
projects. 

Plan Colombia, a U.S.-financed program of military, economic and 
other aid to Colombia, has been the key factor in changing this.  

The development of the 
Colombian mining sector 
– like its energy sector – 
was held back for many 
years because of the 
public order problem in 
large areas of the 
country. 



Beginning in the early years of the past decade government forces 
slowly regained control of large areas previously abandoned to 
guerrilla forces and began to dismantle urban terrorist organizations 
and narcotics trafficking gangs.  Major financial and economic reforms 
aimed at attracting foreign capital enjoyed significant success and led 
to a “boom” in large sectors of the Colombian economy, with oil 
production in particular increasing at a rapid pace.  The gloom of the 
late 1990´s has been left behind and the ongoing peace talks in 
Havana, Cuba have given Colombians real hope for an end to the 
internal conflict.  The importance of this can´t be overstated; most 
Colombians consider their country to have been in a constant state of 
internal conflict since at least 1948.  

The guerrillas – mainly the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombian 
(FARC) but also to a lesser extent the National Liberation Army (ELN) – 
are still a factor to be dealt with in the more remote areas of the 
country.  They still have the capability of threatening mining, 
petroleum or other large operations in those places (mainly the eastern 
Llanos region and along the Venezuelan border, as well as in Cauca, 
Caquetá and Putumayo departments in the southern part of the 
country).  They can also carry out occasional kidnappings, extortions 
and sabotage. 

 
If a peace agreement is reached with the FARC, as now seems likely, 
the main security threats to mining companies will be so-called 
BACRIM (“Bandas Criminales”), gangs made up of common criminals, 
narcotics traffickers, former right-wing paramilitaries and, soon 
enough, former guerrillas.  These groups may seek to extort payments 
from foreign companies, kidnap employees or use sabotage to ensure 
their demands are met.  The Drummond coal mine operation in 

Despite this, it is clear that the FARC 
is fading and will likely cease to be a 
united, armed guerrilla force within a 
year or two at the outside.  The much 
smaller ELN may well follow suit. 



northern Colombia was the target of repeated sabotage operations 
against its railroad line carried out by the FARC with the likely 
collusion of company employees, including clandestine FARC 
members of leftist labor union members.  Such operations may 
continue even if a peace treaty is signed, in the guise of pure extortion 
attempts. 

It is also likely that splinter groups of the FARC and ELN will refuse to 
recognize any peace treaty and will attempt to carry on a low-level 
guerrilla war.  While such groups would have little future, they will be a 
nuisance for some time to come. 

 

 
 

There are three other major threats to mining operations. 
Labor unions: Some Colombian labor unions are legitimate, 
responsible organizations.  Others are not.  Worse, some have strong 
links to extreme leftist groups, including the FARC and the Colombian 
Communist Party.  The Union Sindical Obrero (USO), for example, has 
traditionally been linked to the ELN.  These unions are not above 
extorting money, using sabotage or collaborating with criminal 
elements to obtain what they want.  Communist-dominated law firms 
have collaborated with these leftist unions in trying to judicially extort 
huge sums from, among others, Coca-Cola, Chiquita Banana, and 
Drummond Coal. 

Gold mining, in particular, has 
been “invaded” by large 
numbers of informal or illegal 
miners.  Many of these are 
former paramilitaries, narco-
traffickers or guerrillas, and 
they do not hesitate to use 
violence to enforce what they 
see as their rights. 
	  



Environmental activists:  Colombia hosts a large number of well-
financed, well-organized and at times extremely confrontational 
environmental groups.  They are backed up by a Colombian 
government Ministry of the Environment (Ministerio del Medio 
Ambiente) whose employees have earned the nickname, “The 
Talibans” from other Colombian government employees, which gives 
an indication of their fanatical devotion to what they see as protecting 
the environment.  They are constantly at loggerheads with the Ministry 
of Mines and Energy because of their obstructionism.	   

Indigenous and Campesino organizations:  These organizations of 
local farmers and/or indigenous people, have repeatedly interfered 
with mining, oil production, dams, and other major projects.  Some are 
made up of sincere people worried about their traditional lifestyle.  
Others are essentially extortion mechanisms.  For example, many of 
the so-called “indigenous people” are in fact ordinary Colombians 
who have adopted an “indigenous” persona to take advantage of 
Colombian government set-asides and other economic benefits. 

Overall street security in Colombia:  Colombian cities are and have 
always been dangerous places.  Petty crime is rampant and more 
serious crimes, including the murder of foreigners, are hardly 
unknown. However, foreigners taking reasonable precautions are 
unlikely to run into serious trouble. 

 

 



Travel in rural areas should always be cleared with local security 
personnel or the police, to ensure that visitors do not stumble into 
unsafe areas of the country.  

The problems facing Colombia are largely the ones that to a lesser 
extent are plaguing other countries in the region, like Chile, Peru and 
Mexico.   For Colombia, the long-term success of its mining industry 
will rest on whether the government can continue to:  maintain and 
improve the security in urban and rural environments; manage the 
competing forces of labor, indigenous organizations and 
environmental groups; encourage foreign investment; and  crack down 
on illegal mining activities.	  	  

Terra Firma has a presence in Colombia and our team has extensive 
experience and knowledge of working in the country. If you would 
like to know more about the security situation and challenges of 
working and living in Colombia, please get in touch. 
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