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A pro-Trump wave has swept
Latin America. Colombia
appears to be next.
Abelardo de la Espriella, a far-right firebrand, won at least 49.6 percent of
the vote, according to an initial count, beating leftist Iván Cepeda by less
than a percentage point.
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Supporters of presidential candidate Abelardo de la Espriella at a closing campaign rally in Buga, Colombia,
on June 14, ahead of Sunday's runoff presidential election. (Joaquin Sarmiento/AFP/Getty Images)

By Natalie Skowlund and Samantha Schmidt

BOGOTÁ, Colombia — In one Latin American election after another,
President Donald Trump has gotten exactly what he wanted.

Right-wing, pro-Trump candidates have defeated leftists across the
region, as the Trump administration has pursued the most aggressive
U.S. intervention in Central and South America in decades.
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And on Sunday night, a Trump-endorsed outsider appeared headed for
a victory in Colombia’s presidential election. Abelardo de la Espriella, a
far-right firebrand, won at least 49.6 percent of the vote, according to an
initial count, beating leftist Iván Cepeda by less than a percentage point.

Colombian President Gustavo Petro, a Cepeda ally, has not recognized a
winner, and said a formal ballot review process would determine the
final results.

If the results hold, de la Espriella could be an ideal partner in Trump’s
lethal war against alleged drug traffickers on land and at sea. An
ostentatious criminal defense lawyer who has never held public office,
de la Espriella, 47, calls himself “the tiger.”

He has vowed to build megaprisons for drug traffickers, to bomb “narco-
terrorist camps” and abandon Petro’s efforts to broker peace with
Colombia’s long-standing guerrillas. 

Like other tough-on-crime candidates who have swept elections in
recent years in the region, de la Espriella has touted a playbook similar
to that of El Salvador strongman Nayib Bukele, whose crackdown on
gangs has put more than 85,000 people in prisons — many of them
without access to a proper trial.

A pedestrian stands in front of a campaign billboard for Abelardo de la Espriella in Barranquilla,
Colombia, on Saturday. (Ivan Valencia/AP Photo/Ivan Valencia)

“Those who should be worried, afraid, even terrified by the arrival of our
government are the bandits and criminals,” de la Espriella said
Wednesday in an interview with Colombia’s Caracol radio station.

The rise of the right, in some cases with a boost from Trump, is a sharp
swing from four years ago when the left notched historic wins.

In Argentina, President Javier Milei, a populist Trump ally, expanded
his power in Congress last fall after Trump offered the country a $40
billion bailout conditioned on his party’s win. 

In Honduras, a conservative mayor was elected president after Trump
endorsed him and threatened to cut aid to the country if he lost.

Trump-friendly right-leaning candidates have also defeated leftists in
Costa Rica, Chile, Bolivia and Ecuador.

The conservative Keiko Fujimori is on track to win Peru’s presidential
election this week. And Brazil’s Flávio Bolsonaro, the son of the
convicted former president Jair Bolsonaro, is challenging President Luiz
Inácio Lula da Silva in presidential elections in October.

In Colombia, the world’s largest producer of coca, Trump has repeatedly
clashed with Petro, the country’s first leftist president who has been
deeply critical of the deadly U.S. boat strikes in Latin America and has
accused Trump of meddling in Colombia’s election.

Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, right, welcomes Colombian President Gustavo Petro in
Caracas in November 2022. (Cristian Hernandez/AFP/Getty Images)

Trump, in turn, has called Petro a “lunatic.” Earlier this month, the
Trump administration halted a meeting that was planned between Petro
and New York Mayor Zohran Mamdani, a fellow democratic socialist.

In endorsing de la Espriella, Trump described him as a “Smart, Strong,
and Tough Leader” and called his competitor, Petro-allied Sen. Iván
Cepeda, a “Radical Left Marxist.”

“The results of this Election are very important to the future of Colombia
and its relationship to the United States which, if Abelardo wins, and
because of his competence and love of his Country, will have the total
support and strength of the United States behind him,” Trump wrote.

Roger Stone, a Trump ally who has lobbied the White House in favor of
right-wing politicians in Latin America, posted on X that de la Espriella
“has my full support to enact the populist revolution!”

A letter signed by 11 Democratic members of the U.S. Congress on
Wednesday criticized the “brazen interference” by Trump and other
senior U.S. officials in endorsing a candidate with “a profoundly
troubling record that appears to run counter to U.S. interests and
potentially to U.S. laws.”

The letter said de la Espriella has praised paramilitary leaders and
accused him of “having pocketed funds allegedly intended to be used for
bribing key judicial actors.”

A campaign poster against Abelardo de la Espriella is seen in Bogota, Colombia, on Friday. (Juan
Barreto/AFP/Getty Images)

Petro last week condemned the Trump administration for detaining a
pro-Petro Colombian activist in the U.S., calling him a “political
prisoner.” He also accused de la Espriella, a U.S. citizen, of playing a role
in suggesting his detention.

De La Espriella has been criticized for his abrasive, at times offensive
remarks, and, as a lawyer, for defending controversial clients, including
Alex Saab, an ally of Venezuelan strongman Nicolás Maduro who, like
Maduro, is being held in the United States.

But it’s his Trumpian style of straight talk that has drawn many of his
supporters.

“Around the world, politics are being done in new ways,” said Mauricio
Reina, an analyst with the Colombian think tank Fedesarrollo. “That’s
what Abelardo has managed to capitalize on. The show, the emotion,
simple ideas, a short attention span.”
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Braggadocio is part of his brand, which doubles as a business venture:
de la Espriella has a clothing and lifestyle brand selling rum, wine, suit
jackets and other menswear, which is promoted as “masculine style for
extraordinary men.”

The business also sells books by de la Espriella, including one called
“Murderous Souls,” and a bust of a tiger painted with the Colombian
flag, listed for more than $1,000.

Abelardo de la Espriella stands before supporters from inside a bulletproof booth during a rally
in Buga, Colombia, on June 14. (Santiago Saldarriaga/AP Photo/Santiago Saldarriaga)

He has campaigned as an outsider and his populist messaging has set
him apart from the traditional conservative party of former president
Álvaro Uribe Vélez, a towering figure long seen as the most important
political force in the country.

Uribe and his allies, however, appear to be losing popularity with
younger generations not old enough to remember his leadership, or
disillusioned by allegations of corruption.

María Fernanda Cabal, a right-wing former Colombian senator who in
January announced her departure from the Uribe-backed Democratic
Center Party, said the right-wing establishment shifted too close to the
center in this election, leaving a large swath of supporters in the dust
and open to backing de la Espriella.

“He doesn’t come already contaminated by the political class or
traditional politics,” Cabal said. “He’s someone who invents himself and
reinvents himself.”

His rival Cepeda, the 63-year-old senator whose father was killed by a
state-backed armed group, gained national prominence in part by
exposing ties between these paramilitaries and Colombian politicians.
He vowed to continue Petro’s peace negotiations with armed groups.

Sergio Guzmán, director of Colombia Risk Analysis in Bogotá, said the
high levels of support for de la Espriella are a rejection of Petro’s
government and reflect diminishing trust in the 2016 peace accords.

“You can’t go to a store to buy groceries if you know you’ll be robbed of
half of it, or if you go to another town and they detain or kidnap you,”
said Eduardo Torres, 48, a retired military sergeant who gathered with
de la Espriella supporters in a central Bogotá plaza on a recent Sunday
afternoon. “Without safety, you’ve got nothing, and only our military
and police can offer that security.”

With de la Espriella as president, the handling of Colombia’s decades-
long armed conflict could change dramatically, said Tiziano Breda, a
senior analyst for the global conflict monitor ACLED.

Rather than focus on negotiation, as Petro has done, Espriella appears
to favor a more “muscular response” to illegal armed groups, Breda said,
which may open the door to potential abuses of power.

“The discourse is really to mimic what the U.S. is doing in the
Caribbean,” Breda said, referring to the U.S. strikes against alleged drug
boats that have killed more than 200 people. “In essence, shoot first and
investigate after.”

Schmidt reported from Washington.
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