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INTRODUCTION

While the Colombian government finalizes the details of a peace accord with the Revolutionary 

Army Forces of Colombia (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia, or FARC), the country 

faces an uncertain security environment. Notwithstanding the FARC's decision to lay down their 

arms, the National Liberation Army (Ejército de Liberación Nacional, or ELN) stands ready to step 

into the void. The ELN continues to wage an insurgency campaign, and various criminal gangs as 

well as local activists are intent on preventing access to Colombia's natural resources. 

Subsequently, the oil industry faces an inherently unstable security situation, including the threat 

of kidnappings, extortion, bombings, and the theft of oil.

In fact, since the FARC announced its intention to lay down its arms, many news agencies have 

reported increased levels of violence and a general lack of comfort regarding the uncertainty that 

comes with the removal of the country's dominant insurgency.

As Colombia has found itself fighting a low-grade civil war for decades, how will the country and 

its people adapt to the removal of the FARC?

This paper discusses the ramifications of the government's decision to strike a peace accord with 

the FARC, the current Colombian security situation (including the types of risks oil companies face 

most often), and some of the criteria to consider when selecting a local security firm to protect 

your employees, executives, and assets.
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A NEW ERA OF UNCERTAINTY

For 52 years, the FARC waged a war against the state that lead to 200,000 deaths and the 
1displacement of seven million people . Now, instead of waging war, former members of the 

guerrilla army now appear on the ballot for Colombia's 2018 congressional and presidential 
2elections . Yet running for political office does not grant the FARC's former members immunity 

from prosecution for the actions they committed as rebels. Many of those appearing on the 2018 

ballot will find themselves facing trials for past crimes. Unsurprisingly, none of the former 

members of the FARC now seeking political office want to talk about how they might serve time if 

elected.

Perhaps the more pressing question pertains to how the country will adapt to the FARC's 

conversion from a guerilla army to a political party. Many journalists cite the existence of a power 

vacuum created by the demobilization of the FARC and an increasingly violent struggle by the ELN 

(the remaining insurgent group), criminal gangs, and former members of the FARC who are 
3disillusioned with the peace process .

So while violence perpetrated by the FARC subsides, the struggle for power, land, and the 

country's illegal coca production continues.

1. https://www.economist.com/news/americas/21731188-colombians-should-accept-its-leaders-are-no-longer-terrorists-farc-now-political

2. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-peace/colombias-farc-leader-timochenko-to-run-for-presidency-in-2018-idUSKBN1D15J2

3. https://frontera.net/news/latam/colombia-why-violence-is-on-the-rise-again-one-year-after-farc-peace-treaty/
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THE COLOMBIAN OIL INDUSTRY AND THE NEED FOR SECURITY

With an average crude output of 885,000 barrels per day in 2016, Colombia is in the top 25 oil-
4producing countries in the world . However, the Colombian government recently reported a 16.8 

percent decrease in its proven oil reserves, bringing it down to 1.66 billion barrels; the 
5government did note an increase in exploration activity triggered by increases in the price for oil .

 

Consequently, if the Colombian oil industry is to maintain its current production levels, oil 

companies must increase their efforts to locate new reserves as well as increase investments in 

new technology to support secondary and tertiary recovery methods to boost reserves at existing 

fields. That may also mean offshore exploration and the use of fracking and horizontal drilling in 

the future.

Suffice it to say that expanding Colombia's reserves and increasing production hinge on the 

ability of oil companies to deploy employees, executives, and equipment where needed, while 

ensuring their safety and security.

Despite the cessation of operations by the FARC, a recent bombing by the ELN that stopped 

pumping of oil on the Canon-Limon Covenas pipeline at the beginning of 2017 demonstrates the 
6challenges that come with extraction in Colombia . And while extortion fell by a reported 18% in 

2016, other criminal entities seem prepared to try their hand at shaking down local governments 
7and multinationals . Reported kidnappings fell from more than 3,500 in the year 2000 to just 205 

in 2016; however, 80% of those kidnappings involved common criminals with no link to either the 
8FARC or the ELN .

Therefore, as the threat landscape changes in Colombia, multinationals will continue to face 

dangers that impede their ability to establish and maintain production at economically feasible 

levels.

4. https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/rankorder/2241rank.html

5. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-oil/colombia-oil-reserves-down-16-8-percent-in-2016-idUSKCN18E32Q

6. https://oilprice.com/Energy/Crude-Oil/Colombia-Pipeline-Bombing-Takes-210000-Bpd-Off-The-Market.html

7. https://colombiareports.com/extortion-colombia-crime-groups-filling-farc-void/

8.https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/17/colombia-anti-kidnapping-pais-libre-mission-accomplished
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COMBATTING THE THREATS FACING MULTINATIONALS 

IN COLOMBIA

In addition to the risks that all companies assume when they operate in a foreign market, 

companies in the oil and gas sector face industry-specific risks.

THEFT OF OIL AND BOMBING OF PIPELINES

Ecopetrol, Colombia's state energy company, reported that on average, criminals stole 2,928 
9barrels per day from its pipelines during the first five months of 2017 . Ecopetrol previously 

10reported losing $8.5 million over a five-year period due to the theft of oil from its pipelines . While 

the FARC no longer functions as a guerrilla army, in 2012 and 2013, the Colombian military 
11uncovered 90 homemade refineries to process stolen oil . The ELN has attacked the Cano Limon-

Covenas pipeline at least twice in 2017, with Ecopetrol reporting 32 pipeline bombings as of June 
122017 .

9.   http://www.janes.com/article/71326/rising-incidents-of-theft-sabotage-and-social-protests-increase-risks-of-production-losses-

      for-colombia-s-energy-sector

10. http://www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/colombia-venezuela-border-closure-contributes-to-oil-theft

11. http://www.insightcrime.org/news-briefs/discovery-of-farc-oil-refineries-highlights-scale-of-oil-theft-in-colombia

12. https://oilprice.com/Latest-Energy-News/World-News/ELN-Attacks-Colombias-Second-Largest-Oil-Pipeline-Again.html
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BRIBERY AND CORRUPTION FLOURISH

In its annual survey of countries to assess the degree of public sector corruption, Transparency 

International ranks Colombia as 90th out of 176 countries (the index ranks the United States as 
1318th and the United Kingdom as 10th) . To underscore Colombia's ranking, 30 percent of citizens 

14in Colombia admitted to paying a bribe to receive a public service, such as medical care .

In the four months since Nestor Humberto Martinez assumed the role of Colombia's Prosecutor 

General, 156 senators, mayors, presidential advisers, governors, and other officials have found 

themselves under investigation for corruption.

The Odebrecht scandal has ties to Colombia as well, with the company admitting the payment of 

$11 million in bribes to secure Colombian infrastructure contracts. While an opposition politician 

noted insufficient evidence to link his campaign to the graft, questions still surround the 2010 and 

2014 campaigns of President Juan Manuel Santos and their connection to illicit payments from 
15Odebrecht .

At the local level, in 2016, Colombia's national police force fired over 1,400 officers. Nearly 400 of 
16those officers were removed for corrupt activity, including the acceptance of bribes .

13. https://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_perceptions_index_2016

14. https://thebogotapost.com/2017/10/12/corruption-colombia/

15. https://colombiareports.com/odebrecht-bribery-charges-former-presidential-candidate-dropped/

16. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-police/colombia-fires-more-than-1400-police-in-corruption-crackdown-idUSKCN0Y220A

17. https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/robert-soutar/social-opposition-to-extractive-industries-hits-all-time-high-in-col

SOCIAL UNREST 

Absent the influence exerted by the FARC, Colombians now wrestle with the implications of 
17allowing multinational oil companies to extract oil from existing and prospective fields . 

Therefore, establishing or maintaining a presence in Colombia may depend on an oil company's 

ability to build and foster relationships with one of many local activists, while operating in a 

manner deemed acceptable to the community. 
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FINDING THE RIGHT SECURITY PARTNER

In many respects, Colombia is an inherently unstable country. While the government finalizes its 

peace agreement with the FARC, the ELN and numerous other criminal entities continue to jockey 

for supremacy. In such a volatile environment, safeguarding employees and executives as well as 

protecting the billions invested in critical infrastructure requires a disciplined approach to 

security.

Notwithstanding Colombia's insufficient infrastructure, extracting oil requires the placement of 

employees and assets in remote locations. The persistent security risks facing multinationals 

dictate the need for a security company with in-depth local knowledge of the practical realties of 

doing business in Colombia—plus a proven track record of meeting multinationals' needs in 

foreign markets.

In particular, given the current state of flux that exists within Colombia, a security firm must 

possess a detailed understanding of the current threat landscape and the ability to anticipate and 

respond to the entire spectrum of threats that may materialize.

In practical terms, in addition to providing in-country support in the form of highly trained agents, 

a security firm should be in a position to leverage technology and provide individual as well as 

vehicle-borne GPS tracking capabilities. On top of tracking individuals, vehicles, and assets, 

support should include a dedicated emergency response center, staffed on a continuous basis 

with experienced, multilingual security personnel and hostage negotiators.

Aside from providing security-related technology, a security firm should also help ensure the safe 

transit of employees and executives between job sites and their residences. The ability to provide 

such protection depends on the security firm's gathering of real-time intelligence of primary and 

secondary travel routes as well as the shortest route to hospitals or evacuation zones.
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CONCLUSION

With the demobilization of the FARC, multinationals continue to face threats from the ELN; 

smaller, localized criminal gangs; and those involved in cultivating coca plants, used in the 

production of cocaine. Given the resulting uncertainty regarding the nation's future, 

multinationals operating in Colombia are up against a precarious environment. While Colombia 

stabilizes, a suitably qualified security firm can help minimize the impact of the remaining 

insurgency as well as the ever-present threat posed by the growing number of criminal gangs. 

SIDEBARS:
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COLOMBIA

Population: 47,698,524 (July 2017 est.)

GDP: $688.6 billion (2016 est.)

GDP per capita: $14,100 (2016 est.)

Labor force: 24.41 million (2016 est.)

Unemployment rate: 9.2% (2015 est.)

Crude oil – production: 886,000 bbl/day (2016 est.)

Crude oil – exports: 681,900 bbl/day (2014 est.)

Crude oil – imports: 0 bbl/day (2014 est.)

Crude oil – proved reserves: 2.002 billion bbl (1 January 2017 est)

Natural gas production: 11.91 billion cu m (2015 est.)

Natural gas consumption: 18.82 billion cu m (2015 est.)

Natural gas – exports: 400 million cu m (2015 est.)

Natural gas – imports: 0 cu m (2013 est.)

Source: CIA World Factbook (https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/)
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COLOMBIA'S OIL FIELDS, REFINERIES, PORTS, 

PUMPING STATIONS, AND STORAGE FACILITIES

Source: http://www.ecopetrol.com.co/wps/portal/web_es/ecopetrol-web/investors/general-

information/Infrastructure%20Map/Oil-Infrastructure-Map
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ECOPETROL'S 2017 EXPLORATORY CAMPAIGN

Source: http://www.ecopetrol.com.co/wps/portal/web_es/ecopetrol-web/investors/general-

information/Infrastructure%20Map/Oil-Infrastructure-Map



ABOUT FirstCall CSS

FirstCall Corporate Security and Advisory Services is a global business advisory and risk 

management company providing personal protection, workplace stability, and crisis advisory 

services to Fortune 1000 corporate security departments and family offices. With 20 years of 

experience in emerging and high-risk markets plus regional offices in 16 strategic locations 

around the world, FirstCall delivers confidence and peace of mind by providing experienced and 

trusted security professionals. FirstCall provides highly personalized solutions in response to the 

challenges of doing business in today’s fluid, global marketplace.

20+ years of experience solving complex security problems on a global scale

Global capability built through an international presence

More than half the Fortune 100 served

In-depth understanding of social, political, and economic conditions in each market we 

serve

Proven ability to attract, train, and promote the most talented professionals in our 

industry

•

•

•

•

•

Interested in learning how FirstCall can help your company manage the threat of 

workplace violence? Contact us today at

FirstCall Corporate Security and Advisory Services

One Sansome Street

Suite 3500 

San Francisco, CA 94104 - USA

Phone: +1 (415) 781-4300

Email: info@firstcallcss.com 
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