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Globalization involves rapid trade across borders which can create conflicts within and beyond 

those borders. Multinational corporations contribute to these conflicts or create barriers to solving 

existing conflicts. The main means by which corporations create conflicts in the search for profits are 

through implementing globalization from above, challenging human security, and by challenging the 

sovereignty of nation states. This paper will provide background on multinationals and their relationship 

to nation states with Colombia as the example. We will use the case of Coca-Coca’s international 

production and trade to demonstrate the argument that corporations contribute to a nation state’s 

internal and external conflicts. 

Multinational corporations (MNCs) as discussed in this paper are companies that have operation 

or control over other operations in more than two countries. Although there are approximately 61,000 

MNCs in the world, far fewer dominate most of the world’s business activities. Currently, 96 in the top 

100 global corporations are from the developing world.1 MNC activities can range from purchasing of 

existing operations, building new operations, or contracting work to external operations. This control 

over so much of the world’s business has led many scholars to believe that MNCs have become as 

powerful if not more powerful then nation states and that they directly challenge the operations of 

nation states. In the article Inside Power, Inc., David Rothkopf asserts that: 

“Most countries have had so many of their sovereign prerogatives stripped away or diminished 

that their real authority is not what it once was. Take basic pillars of state power like controlling 

borders, printing money, enforcing laws, or projecting force…. Thanks to the Internet, modern 

transportation, and globalization more broadly, states can no longer see, quantify, or manage 

much of what crosses their frontiers…. Global companies now have the ability to shop venues 
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when it comes to tax and regulatory regimes, simply shifting locales if governments impose 

legislation they don't like.”2  

The involvement of MNCs in governmental policy is not a new phenomenon. Throughout modern 

American history, the United States government often used corporations to achieve foreign policy 

objectives. For example, the United States administrations of Truman and Eisenhower recruited the 

American private sector to assist in post World War II recovery through both increased trade and direct 

foreign investments.3 The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, both results of 

governmental legislation, made loans for reconstruction in Europe and now focus on development in 

the Global South. Funds from these loans are usually spent with private businesses, both multi-national 

and domestic. As a further example of globalization from above and a challenge to state sovereignty, 

many foreign aid programs tie loans and other assistance to the purchase of American products and 

services. For example, until this year, USAID required that all foreign aid must be spent on goods and 

services from the donor nation.4 Most developed countries include similar requirements in their regional 

trade agreements.     

 However, a more recent aspect of corporate power within countries and across countries is the 

fact that MNCs often conduct their own equivalent of foreign policy instead of relying on a state actor. 

Corporations manage their own advocacy campaigns like ExxonMobil lobbying against the Kyoto 

Protocol. As we will see in the Colombia example, corporations like BP and Drummond hire defense 

contractors that are comparable in strength to most nations’ armies. Not only do MNCs no longer rely 

on governmental militaries for protection, but they often supplement the national armies in the form of 

defense contractors. For example, the privatized army named Academi, formerly Blackwater then Xe, 
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has recently been contracted by the United States government for advice, training and operations for 

the ongoing drug war in several countries in Latin America.5  

 Colombia has been a geopolitical destination for developed nation states for many decades. The 

United States’ Kennedy administration viewed Colombia as key component in the fight against 

communism in Latin America. Later, the Clinton administration’s more extensive Plan Colombia was 

developed to fight the vast illicit drug operations that were run mostly by guerilla forces. The Plan 

Colombia legislation raised Colombia to the third largest recipient of U.S. military aid after Israel and 

Egpyt and included mass shipments of arms and military trainers.6 MNCs from developed countries, 

specifically England, the United States and Canada, have also been especially interested in Colombia in 

recent decades and were involved in pushing for the bill. For example, between 1995 and 2000 the oil 

MNCs spent approximately $25 million dollars on lobbying congress to pass bills on Colombia, in 

particular Plan Colombia.  

Doing business in Colombia requires navigation of its complicated ongoing civil conflicts and 

partnering with all actors in the war system. However, many multinationals are finding that the 

potential profit to be made in Colombia is worth the trouble. Corporations that can manage to operate 

in Colombia have little competition from both outside and internal companies and therefore little 

incentive to challenge the status quo within Colombia. Richani asserts that “if the political, economic, 

and military assets that any actor obtains during the conflict exceed what it had before the conflict, this 

is considered a positive political economy.”7 Therefore, if MNCs are producing profit from the instability 

in the region, there is disincentive for them to help resolve national conflicts. In Colombia there are 

currently about 400 multinational corporations that generate an annual income of $15 billion, which is 

about 15% of Colombia’s GDP. Although there are many actors in the Colombian conflict with various 
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motivations and strategies, for our purposes we divide the actors into three groups: the government 

forces including military and police, the paramilitaries, and the guerillas. Although the government, 

military and police of Colombia have control of most of the areas of central Colombia, other areas of the 

country are more contentious. There are longstanding leftist guerilla groups such as the FARC and FLN in 

much of the southern and northern areas where many of the natural resources are located. Adding to 

the difficulty is the fact that the police and military are both notoriously corrupt and often collude with 

Colombia’s various paramilitary groups. They receive large profits from working with the MNCs and 

governments of other nation states and therefore will work hard to protect their partner’s assets. 

Although the guerillas purport to see multinationals as intruders in Colombia and as exacerbators of 

their country’s problems they do make a large profit from the MNCs who operate in their territories. In 

an effort to coexist with all actors in the Colombia economy, the MNCs agree to guerilla demands for 

local projects like schools, roads and health clinics. The guerillas also charge protection rents by three 

methods: 1) agreeing not to destroy MNC assets, 2) having MNCs hire subcontractors that are guerilla 

front companies, 3) and by kidnapping high ranking company employees for ransom. These payments 

provide the guerillas with most of their non-drug related income. This likely keeps the guerillas in 

business through enabling them to expand by upgrading equipment and recruiting new forces.8 These 

MNCs also contract both the Colombian military and paramilitary groups for operational security. The 

contracts can also be part of deals over land access for the multinationals. 

Multinational operations directly challenge the security of Colombian citizens by land 

displacement and economic shifting. Most of the MNCs operating in Colombia are from the extractive 

industries of oil and mining, in addition to the financial and protective industries that support them. A 

notable exception to this pattern is Coca-Cola, whose worldwide business strategy has proved successful 

in Latin America despite the ongoing civil conflicts. Colombia is rich in minerals and energy resources 
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including the largest supply of coal in Latin America. Oil reserve estimates in 1997 were five billion 

barrels which is about 4% of the world’s supply. When much of the oil reserves were discovered in the 

1980s and 1990s, Colombia did not have the refining infrastructure needed and was shipping their crude 

to the Gulf Coast for finishing. Therefore, corporations saw vast opportunities in the Colombian 

marketplace and lobbied the Colombian government to open up their oil markets and to negotiate 

heavily on oil field contracts.9 Until 2010, British Petroleum (BP), Drummond and Occidental Oil, along 

with Colombia’s state-owned Petroamerica operated most oil productions in Colombia. Extraction 

agreements between the Colombian government and MNCs often include concessions that the 

government will remove the peasants living on the contested land. In other cases paramilitaries will 

intimidate landholders to leave their land, often without remittance.10 Moreover, many farmers leave 

their relatively stable but low yielding farms for more lucrative careers in the oil sector. Comparatively 

to other jobs in Colombia, the wages in the oil industry are high. However, the influx of workers causes 

the sector to be flooded which in turn enables the industries to make a majority of the available jobs 

temporary or part-time. These part time workers often end up working for paramilitaries or guerillas in 

order to supplement their income. 

Although they often partner with the Colombian government, MNCs frequently directly 

challenge the government’s power. The free flow of economic globalization often contrasts to a nation’s 

prerogatives to keep control of the flows within their borders.11 For example, in 2002 the oil 

multinationals successfully reduced the royalties they had to pay to the Colombian government. They 

also stopped paying a Colombian government mandated war tax on the basis that the multinationals are 

providing their own security and cannot afford both that security expense and the tax.12  
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The multinationals also continually lobby their own governments to institute multi-national 

friendly agreements with Colombia which in turn can exacerbate existing conflicts or create new ones 

within Colombia. The most recent example is the Colombia and United States Free Trade Act (FTA). 

Although signed in 2006, the United States held up its passing until April 2012. The agreement was 

pushed through recently partly because Colombia had in the meantime established many other free 

trade agreements including those with Canada and Brazil that would substantially challenge the United 

State’s competiveness in the Colombian market.13 Key components of the agreement are that 80% of 

U.S. exports of consumer and industrial materials will soon be duty free, with the rest to be faded out 

within ten years. There are particular goods, called “key U.S. exports” that have been specially marked 

to gain immediate free trade access.14 These goods include U.S. farm exports like beef, cotton, and dairy 

products that have all enjoyed heavy lobbying efforts by large agricultural corporations and are 

supported by agricultural subsidies. The entrance of these multinationals to the Colombian market will 

likely price many Colombian farmers out of the market. (The Colombian farmers, who make up 20% of 

the labor force, are currently protected by the steep tariffs on imported products that will soon be 

phased out.) The inevitable job displacement of many Colombian farmers could put more pressure on 

the job market and could lead more citizens into illicit occupations. In another notable section of the 

FTA, Colombia agreed to eliminate measures that required U.S. service industries to hire Colombian 

workers instead of bringing in American workers.15 The possible implication of this agreement is that 

higher skilled/higher paid jobs in will no longer be as accessible to Colombians. If they are, they might 

come in the form of contracted companies with less straight forward protections. We will discuss the 

effects of such arrangements in the case of Coca Cola’s contracted bottling plants.  
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In the case of the recent FTA, many policy makers in the United States insisted that Colombia 

improve their internal labor policies before an agreement would be ratified. In response came the 

Republic of Colombia Labor Rights Report which addresses both Colombia’s failures on labor rights 

issues as well as their plans to address them. 16 Of particular concern to labor activists is Colombia’s 

history of rampant violence against trade unionists, largely by illegally armed groups. Since violence 

between leftist guerillas and newly formed paramilitary groups drastically increased in the 1980s, 

murders of social and political leaders jumped to the highest in the world by the late 1990s (to around 

190 per year).17 Although murders dropped to 51 per year in 2010, other types of violence including 

detentions, death threats, kidnapping and disappearances have risen in frequency. Importantly, the 

Labor Rights Report makes one mention of the responsibility of corporations in the goal of improving 

labor rights in Colombia in section 2.5. According to the report, the Colombian Congress and President 

passed a reform in June 2011 that:  

“Establishes both fines and imprisonment for actions such as impeding or preventing workers 

from meeting, threatening reprisal for strikes or association, and offering a collective pact to 

non-union workers with better conditions than those offered to union workers.”18 

An obstacle with putting this legislation into practice is that this law would be difficult to prosecute in 

the majority of situations where the paramilitaries that attack are in alleged collusion with employers. 

The legislation does not require employers to protect their workers from paramilitaries or to make sure 

the local management is not involved in paramilitary organizations. Furthermore, the proposed law does 

not require police to investigate the employers of union leaders who are assassinated. 
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Although many multinationals have been accused of failures in this arena, the Coca-Cola 

Corporation is one of the most well-known examples of a multinational accused of falling short in 

protecting their workers in Colombia. We will discuss Coca-Cola’s most high profile dispute in Colombia 

as well as their worldwide reputation for conflict creation and prolongation of ongoing conflicts. The 

Coca-Cola Company, based in the United States, has operations in over 200 countries and earns 8.3 

billion in annual beverage sales.19 Instead of bottling their beverages themselves and shipping them 

around the world, Coca-Cola Company relies on independent bottlers. The bottlers purchase Coca-Cola’s 

secret concentrate, the Coca-Cola logo and license rights and then bottle it and sell it in their local 

market. Sometimes Coca-Cola builds plants and then sells them to potential operators and on other 

occasions the Coca-Cola company partners with already existing local operators. Although there are a 

few, the largest bottler in Colombia is Coca-Cola FEMSA which operates in multiple Southern and Central 

American companies. Coca-Cola Company owns 30% of Coca-Cola FEMSA and has a seat on their board 

which is standard procedure for Coca-Cola bottling contracts.20  

From the late 1990s to mid 2000s there were eight murders and numerous kidnappings of union 

leaders who worked at Colombian Coca-Cola plants as well as their family members. These killings were 

carried out by paramilitaries who often have public relationships with plant managers. The most famous 

case is the 1996 murder of union leader Isidro Segundo Gil at the Bebidas y Alimentos plant in Carepa, 

Colombia. In this case, the victim was working at the plant gates when paramilitaries approached asking 

for him by name. When he was identified, they shot him multiple times leaving behind many witnesses. 

Soon after, paramilitaries returned to the plant to demand that the rest of the Union members quit the 

Union, leave town or be killed. The advice was followed immediately. Witnesses have stated that it was 

plant managers, not paramilitary members, who handed out the union resignation letters for the 
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members to sign. The question in the case is not who killed Isidro Gil but who requested the murder. 

Furthermore, is the Coca-Cola bottler or Coca-Cola Company responsible for monitoring the actions of 

local managers and maintaining security in their operations? This has not been officially determined to 

this date. 

In Colombia, paramilitaries are usually pro-business as the FARC and ELN socialist rivals are 

loudly against all multinational corporations.21 As discussed previously, paramilitaries also have 

demonstrated financial motivations for protecting interests of MNCs. Interestingly, paramilitary bases in 

Colombia are often located near Coca-Cola plants. In the Isidro Gil case, Coca-Cola claims that the 

paramilitary acted own their own as part of their war against what they view as socialist ideals, not on 

Coca-Cola’s behalf. The Carepa plant is unique in that it is owned by an American investor named 

Richard Kirby who is a former president of FEMSA Colombia. (The other bottling plants that have 

experienced violence are owned by FEMSA.) According to court cases, Mr. Kirby had only visited Carepa 

a couple times so relied on the local management to oversee day to day operations.22 However, as an 

investor he had financial benefit from the removal of unions from his plant. Based on this idea, the 

plaintiff argument rested on the following chain of responsibility: Bebidas is responsible for the actions 

of their employees at the plant including conspiring with paramilitaries, Richard Kirby is responsible for 

Bebidas’ actions, Coca Colombia is responsible for the actions of Richard Kirby and Bebidas because they 

are responsible for distributing Coca-Cola concentrate and marketing products to all Colombian bottlers, 

and finally that Coca-Cola Company is responsible because “Coca-Cola Colombia is under the 

management, control, and direction of Coca-Cola USA to the extent that its separateness is illusory”.23  

The Colombian government has not proved successful in prosecuting violence against trade 

unionists. Of four thousand trade unionists killed since 1986, only five of these murders have been 
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prosecuted in Colombia.24 These unionists often work for multinationals, including Coca-Cola Company, 

which publically support the worker’s right to unionize but view the union violence in Colombia as an 

issue that needs addressed by Colombian authorities. In an effort to address Colombia’s lack of 

response, outside actors have stepped in. In the case of Isidro Gil’s murder, the United Steelworkers and 

the International Labor Rights Fund (ILRF) took the issue to court under the United States’ two hundred 

year old Alien Tort Claims Act. This law states that “The district court shall have jurisdiction over cases 

brought by aliens [non US citizens] in tort [for personal injuries] committed in violation of the law of 

nations.” This law has only recently been applied to cases against companies who have committed 

violations in countries where those violations cannot be addressed. (Therefore, the international union 

and the United States courts are also challenging the sovereignty of Colombia.) According to a lawyer for 

the ILRF in the Coca-Cola Case, these lawsuits “raise a question as to how legally accountable is a major 

corporate brand like Coca-Cola Company for the activities in its far flung bottling plants in places like 

Colombia.”25 The lawsuit was both against Coca-Cola Company and their Coca-Cola bottling partners. 

However, Coca-Cola Company was eventually dropped from the suit based on their claim that their 

contract agreement with bottling plants prohibits Coca-Cola Company from being involved in plant 

management and therefore they have no control over labor disputes. (This was unsuccessfully 

challenged with the argument that since Coca-Cola Company has a 30% ownership of their plants, they 

do have something to gain as well as some control over labor decisions.)  The court case against both 

Coca-Cola Company and Kirby’s Bebidas and Alimentos bottling plant were eventually both dropped and 

the appeal denied. Despite the ruling, both companies agreed to multimillion dollar settlements and 

agreed to publically denounce union violence. 
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The question about Coca-Cola’s actions in Colombia’s union violence is one of many charges 

brought against Coca-Cola in many parts of the world. Following are some recent allegations against 

Coca-Cola Company: 

 Mexico – Coca-Cola has the largest water concessions in Mexico which were allegedly granted 

because President Vicente Fox was a former Coca-Cola manager.26  

 India (Kerala, Kadera, Varanasi) – Coca-Cola bottling plants in India are springing up because 

pumping water in India is almost free for corporations. Consequently, the plant in Kerala has 

almost pumped the local water supply dry. In addition, they gave local farmers production 

sludge for fertilizing their fields that turned out to be toxic. When the local government refused 

to renew their license to operate, Coca-Cola sued, contending that although the local authorities 

had the right to issue the license, they were not permitted to refuse to renew it.27 Additionally, 

Coca-Cola plant in Kabdera has drained the water table down 7 meters in six years. (It takes 3.8 

liters of water to make 1 liter of Coca-Cola.)28 Furthermore, the villagers around the Varanasi 

complain of contaminated water in addition to being given “fertilizer” ash that killed their 

crops.29 

 El Salvador – Human Rights Watch has documented sugar plantations from which Coca-Cola 

purchases a large portion of their sugar to have continually hired child workers.30 

Coca-Cola’s controversies are fitting examples of how multinationals create conflicts in the search for 

markets and profits as they fit into the three criteria mentioned at the beginning of this paper. First, 

Coca-Cola’s operations throughout most of the world are strong examples of implementation of 

globalization from above because Coca-Cola or their subsidiaries work with governments (not citizens) 
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to plan their expansion into new countries. Like most multinationals, Coca-Cola seeks localities for their 

plants that offer the best business conditions including tax and real estate incentives. Secondly, Coca-

Cola’s operations have challenged human security in the places it operates with the previously 

demonstrated examples of loss of resources, dangerous working conditions, and pressure tactics. Lastly, 

Coca-Cola has challenged the power of the nation states in which they operate by pressuring countries 

to implement tax incentives. They also have highly active lobbies in Washington D.C. that pressure 

congress to enact agreements that may or may not be in Colombia’s interest. For example, the soon to 

be lifted tariffs from the recent FTA agreement between the United States and Colombia will likely prove 

lucrative for the Coca-Cola Company. Furthermore, MNCs like Coca-Cola have the strength and will to 

keep countries from passing legislation that is bad for the bottom line and to encourage the same 

country to create business friendly laws. 

 As we have seen, multinational corporations cause external and internal conflicts or create 

barriers to solving existing conflicts. Although Colombia’s interior conflict is more pronounced than that 

of most countries, nation states often attract businesses whose bottom line will often diverge with that 

of the goals of states and/or their citizens. While Coca Cola and the other MNCs mentioned earlier are 

some of the most recognized MNCs with controversial records, most of the world’s largest corporations 

find themselves involved in matters of states for better or worse. Until nations, citizens and corporations 

uniformly agree on change, these conflicts of objectives will continue for the foreseeable future. 
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