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SINCE World War II, Colombia has supported

international collective security through the United
Nations and regionally with the Organi-
zation of American States (OAS). Colombia
provided a naval frigate and an infantry
battalion to serve in Korea with the UN
Command for four years. In 1956, Presi-
dent Gustavo Rojas Pinilla sent Batallén
Colombia to serve as part of the UN Emer-
gency Force (UNEF) to defuse the Suez
Crisis. Colombia, as an original signatory
of the Inter-American Treaty of Reciprocal
Assistance [commonly known as the Rio
Treaty (1948)], mobilized its armed forces
in support of the OAS naval quarantine
of Cuba during the Missile Crisis in 1962.
Hemispheric defense was the basis of the
Rio Treaty; aggression against one is con-
sidered to be an attack against all member
states.! Since 1982, Colombia has support-
ed the Multinational Force and Observers

Force and (MFO) in the Sinai with an infantry battal-
Observers ion (Batallon Colombia) and selected officers,
logo the UN Observer Mission in El Salvador

(UNOSAL), and the UN Protection Force
in the former Yugoslavia (UNPROFOR).2
The purpose of this article is to briefly explain the
Colombian military missions with the UNEF during
the Suez Crisis of 1956 and with the MFO in the Sinai
since 1982. Colombia has supported the principle of col-
lective security since the end of World War II. Its Army
and Navy forces fought with the UN Command in Korea
to halt Communist aggression. Since the Korean War,
the Colombian Army has been providing international
peacekeeping forces and observers. These highly sought
after overseas assignments have been career enhanc-
ing and an opportunity to escape the domestic violence
endemic to Colombia since La Violencia began in 1948.
In the first months after overthrowing the regime of
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President Laureano Gomez, General Rojas
Pinilla dramatically reduced the domes-
tic violence. However, by early 1954, the
country was again deep in guerrilla war,
more localized in rural areas, but equally
bloody. The National Police were taken
out of the fight and the Army thrown
in shortly before the return of Batallén
Colombia from Korea. As Colonel Alberto
Ruiz Novoa (second commander of the
Colombian battalion and then Minister
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President
of War) and the other veterans of Korea Laureano
rose rapidly to positions of responsibility, Gémez,
these leaders soon lost confidence in their 1950-1953

La Violencia

WHEN an assassin killed populist Liberal Party
leader and presidential candidate Jorgé Eliécer Gaitan in
central Bogota on 9 April 1948, the citizens spontaneously
flooded into the streets to demon-
strate their outrage. Uncontrolled
violence for two days in the capi-
tal city left more than 1,400 people
dead before order was restored.
The Bogotazo (as those forty-eight
hours are called) was the catalyst
for the social turmoil that sub-
sequently spread into the coun-

Populist
Libpera/ Party tryside. The traditional political
leader Jorgé antagonisms between Liberals

Eliécer Gaitan

and Conservatives, coupled with
social and economic inequities,

prompted waves of rampant violence in rural areas. The
uncontrolled killing that resembled familial blood feuds
grew to epic proportions as law and order broke down
in the countryside. La Violencia went through three dis-
tinct phases in its first life span: 1948-1953; 1953-1957; and
1958-1966.°
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President Gustavo Rojas
Pinilla, El Jéfe Supremo de
Colombia, 1953-1957

UNEF symbol

Batallon Colombia insignia
(which is identical to that
worn in Korea)

former chief, who had evolved into a self-aggrandizing,
despotic dictator ruling on whim. His days as president
were numbered when, in a last ditch effort to regain mili-
tary support, he committed the Batallon Colombia by exec-
utive decree to the UN for the Suez Crisis in 1956.* The
Army leadership, unwillingly involved in
the domestic conflict, welcomed the UN
mission. The crisis over the Suez Canal
was an opportunity to divert the soldiers’
attention from the violent war in the
countryside.

The Suez Crisis of 1956 erupted after
Anglo-French air forces bombarded Egyp-
tian military targets before parachute
assaults were made into Port Said and Port
Faud. British and French paratroopers
seized control of the Suez Canal on 31 October 1956. Two
days before Israel had invaded the Sinai Peninsula. The
rationale given for these acts of aggression were Presi-
dent Gamal Abdul Nasser’s nationalization of the Suez
Canal Company, Egyptian and United Arab Republic
(UAR) encouragement of Algerian nationalism, Egypt
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United Nations Emergency Force I in the Sinai

allowing Arab guerrilla training bases in the Gaza Strip,
and Nasser’s threat to deny universal passage through
the Suez Canal.®

During a 3-4 November 1956 all-night
meeting of the UN General Assembly, the
delegations from Canada, Colombia, and
Norway drafted a joint resolution calling
for a UN military task force to supervise
a “cessation of hostilities” in the Suez.
Colombian delegate Francisco Urrutia rec-
ommended that a “safety cordon” be estab-
lished around the Gaza Strip by stationing
UN troops along the frontier. The decision
to provide a military unit to the UN raised
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Sunken vessels blocking the Suez Canal.
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little public interest in Colombia. The mili-

. . President
tary regime did not need popular support Abdul Gamal
to send its forces abroad. And, the Suez Nasser

Crisis was not related to the country’s
domestic disorder.

Military support to a UN mission, as it was during
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to the Suez.

United Nations stamps
commemorate UNEF mission




UN Emergency Force Medal

WHEN the Batallén Colombia
returned from the Suez, it again
became the elite force in the Colombi-
an Army. But, this time the battalion
would serve under a military-civil-
ian junta government until a presi-
dential election could be conducted.!
It would be twenty-four years before
Colombia accepted another peace-
keeping mission. Again, it was in the
Middle East, but this time the inter-

withdraw in late December 1956, the greatest potential
spot for trouble was the Israeli-Egyptian border. The Bra-
zilian, Indian, and Colombian battalions and a Swedish
company were spread along the armistice demarcation
line, called the Gaza Strip. The Colombian patrol sector
until late October 1958 was the Khan Yunia zone.®

The UNEF mission was basic peacekeeping. The com-
bined UN force monitored the French and British with-
drawals and phased Israeli pull-back across the Sinai.
UNEF assumed relief operations and administrative
responsibility for the Gaza Strip. The forces of UNEF
established observation posts and conducted patrols

national peacekeepers would wear along the Gaza demarcation line and the international
maroon berets instead of blue UN S~ e ) frontier in the Sinai between Israeli and Egyptian mili-
helmets. tary forces. The Batallén Colombia of 490 officers and men
sailed for Colombia on 28 October 1958, after nearly two
years of peacekeeping duty’® It would be twenty-four
years before Colombia accepted another peacekeeping
mission.

Colombia has provided an infantry bat-
the Korean War, was one of the few issues on which talionandofficerstotheMultinational Force
most Colombian politicians were in agreement in 1956. and Observers (MFO) mission since 1982.
Offers of troops were made by twenty- The MFO is an independent, international
four countries. Only ten were accepted. peacekeeping organization funded equal-
By 11 November 1956, forces from Cana- ly by Egypt, Israel, and the United States. It
da, Colombia, Norway, and Denmark were  does not act as a buffer between Egyptian
assembled at Capodichino, near Naples, and Israeli forces nor as an instrument of
Italy. Within days, the contingents were  interim or truce arrangements, but rather
flown by Swissair into Ismailia, Egypt, to ~ works closely with the two nations to sup-
form the UN Emergency Force (UNEF), portapermanentpeace.’” Colombian Army
commanded by Canadian Major General soldiers and civilians (31 officers, 58 non-
E.L.M. “Tommy” Burns, the former Chief = commissioned officers, 265 soldiers, and 3
of Staff of the UN Truce Supervision Orga- civilians) are assigned to the Sinai mission
nization.”Itwas UN Secretary General Dag  for eight-month tours; half of the element

1 Russell W. Ramsey, “The Colombian Battalion in Korea and Suez,” Journal of
Inter-American Studies IX (October 1967), 555.

President
Jimmy Carter,
architect of

gg’ nseig/regirg Hammarskjold who called the “Blue Hel-  rotates every four months. gﬁ/éirgee;-ce
Hamm a;'skjo/d mets” the “first truly international force” The mission of the Batallén Colombia is Accords of
because it eventually contained Commu- to observe and report any activities in the March 1979

and the MFO in
August 1981.

nist, non-Communist, and neutral forces. = Central Sector of Zone C, according to the
After the Anglo-French invasion force was pressured to  Sinai Treaty and Protocols, and to guard
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Batallon Colombia with the MFO in the Sinai.
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the North Camp, El Gorah,
located on the northeast side
of the Sinai border. The battal-
ion also provides medical and
dental officers, a force liaison
officer, a force security officer,
and fourteen soldiers to aug-
ment the Multinational Force
staff. The Batallon Colombia
accomplishes its peacekeep-
ing observation mission by
stationing elements of two
infantry companies at seven
remote sites throughout the
Central Sector of Zone C,
on the eastern border of the
Sinai. Since the remote sites
always have to be permanent-
ly manned, temporary obser-
vation posts and motorized
patrols ensure wide cover-
age and continuous observa-
tion. Colombia is justifiably
proud of its MFO mission in
the Sinai that promotes peace
and stability in the Middle
East."

These two international peacekeeping missions reflect

the continuous commitment of Colombia to world peace
through international collective security. Batallén Colom-
bia first became an instrument of Colombian foreign pol-
icy during the Korea War. Today, Batallon Colombia is still
charged with that responsibility in the Sinai with the
MFO. 4
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