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BOGOTA: Handout picture shows members of the Colombian Army escorting Colombia’s most-wanted drug lord and head of the Gulf Clan, Dairo Antonio Usuga (center) -alias ‘Otoniel’-, after his capture in Bogota. —  AFP 

BOGOTA: Colombia’s most-wanted drug trafficker 
“Otoniel” has been captured, officials said Saturday, 
a major victory for the government of the world’s top 
cocaine exporter. Dairo Antonio Usuga, who headed 
the country’s largest narco-trafficking gang known as 
the Gulf Clan, was captured near one of his main out-
posts in Necocli, near the border with Panama. 
Images released by the government showed the 50-
year-old Otoniel in handcuffs and surrounded by sol-
diers. “This is the hardest strike to drug trafficking in 
our country this century,” president Ivan Duque said 
in a message, adding that the arrest was “only com-
parable to the fall of Pablo Escobar,” the notorious 
Colombian narco-trafficking kingpin. 

Some 500 soldiers backed by 22 helicopters were 
deployed in the Necocli municipality to carry out the 
operation, which left one police officer dead. It was 
“the biggest penetration of the jungle ever seen in 

the military history of our country”, Duque said. A 
live broadcast by the police later showed a hand-
cuffed Otoniel landing in Bogota before being taken 
into custody under heavy security. 

Colombia’s police chief Jorge Vargas said during a 
press conference that authorities carried out “an 
important satellite operation with agencies of the 
United States and the United Kingdom.” According 
to police, Otoniel was hiding in the jungle in the 
Uraba region, where he is from, and did not use a 
telephone, relying on couriers to communicate. 
Fearful of authorities, he “slept there in the rain, never 
approaching inhabited areas,” Vargas said. The 
United States had offered a $5 million bounty for 
information leading to the arrest of Otoniel, one of 
the most feared men in Colombia. 

He was indicted in the United States in 2009, and 
faces extradition proceedings to the country, where 

he would appear in the Southern District of New York 
federal court. The Colombian government blames the 
group-financed mainly through drug trafficking, ille-
gal mining and extortion-for being one of the main 
drivers of the worst bout of nationwide violence since 
the signing of a peace pact with FARC guerillas in 
2016. The Gulf Clan is present in almost 300 munici-
palities in the country, according to the independent 
think tank Indepaz. However, recent government 
efforts have seen the organization decimated. 

 
Life of violence 

Although Otoniel announced in 2017 he intended 
to reach an agreement to participate with the 
Colombian justice system, the government respond-
ed by deploying at least 1,000 soldiers to hunt him 
down. He took over the leadership of the Gulf Clan-
previously known as the Usuga Clan-from his broth-

er Juan de Dios, who was killed by police in 2012. 
Born to a poor family, Otoniel joined the Popular 
Liberation Army (EPL), a Marxist guerrilla group that 
demobilized in 1991. After laying down his arms, he 
later returned to fighting, joining far-right paramili-
tary groups. 

Many of these were demobilized in 2006 at the 
initiative of former right-wing president Alvaro 
Uribe’s administration, but Otoniel decided to 
remain in the fight. Colombia is the world’s top pro-
ducer of cocaine, with the United States as its prin-
cipal market, despite half a century of efforts to 
clamp down on the drug trade. In remote areas 
where there is little government presence, criminal 
groups like the Gulf Clan, dissident FARC guerrillas 
and leftist ELN rebels fight bloody turf battles to 
control drug trafficking corridors and illegal mining 
operations. — AFP 

Most-wanted drug lord captured
A major victory for the Colombian government

RIYADH: The Saudi-led coalition 
fighting in Yemen said yesterday it 
had killed more than 260 Houthi 
rebels in the past three days near 
the strategic city of Marib. “Thirty-
six military vehicles were destroyed 
and more than 264” rebel fighters 
were killed in strikes in the past 72 
hours in Al-Jawba, some 50 kilome-
ters south of Marib, and Al-Kassara, 
30 kilometers to the northwest, the 
coalition said, quoted by the Saudi 
Press Agency. The Iran-backed 
Houthis rarely comment on losses, 
and AFP could not independently 
verify the toll. The coalition has for 
the past two weeks reported almost 
daily strikes around Marib, the 

internationally recognized govern-
ment’s last bastion in oil-rich north-
ern Yemen. 

It says it has killed hundreds of 
Houthi rebels in the fighting. The 
Houthis began a major push to seize 
Marib in February, and have renewed 
their offensive since September after 
a lull. The Yemeni civil war began in 
2014 when the Houthis seized the 
capital Sanaa, 120 kilometers west of 
Marib, prompting Saudi-led forces to 
intervene to prop up the government 
the following year. Tens of thousands 
of people have died and millions have 
been displaced, in what the United 
Nations has called the world’s worst 
humanitarian crisis. — AFP 

264 Houthi rebels killed 

MARIB: A fighter loyal to Yemen’s Saudi-backed government mans a position 
at the frontline facing Iran-backed Houthi rebels in the country’s northeast-
ern province of Marib. — AFP 

BOGOTA: The chief of the biggest drug 
gang in the world’s top cocaine producer, 
Dario Usuga - known as Otoniel - was 
captured by authorities in Colombia, the 
government said Saturday. The announce-
ment marked the fall of a man who 
emerged from a poor peasant family to 
become Colombia’s most-wanted man. At 
the helm since 2012, Otoniel has been able 
to evade capture despite a $5 million US 
bounty on his head and massive manhunts 
involving more than 1,000 men. 

Offering the reward in 2009, the US 
State Department described the gang as “a 
heavily armed, extremely violent criminal 
organization.” It “uses violence and intimi-
dation to control the narcotics trafficking 
routes, cocaine processing laboratories, 
speedboat departure points and clandes-
tine landing strips,” its website says. 
President Ivan Duque compared Otoniel’s 
arrest to the fall of Pablo Escobar, the 

great cocaine baron killed by Colombian 
police in 1993 

Dairo Antonio Usuga was born on 
September 15, 1971 in Necocli, northwest-
ern Colombia, the seventh of nine children 
in a family that lived off the sale of cattle, 
pigs and poultry. At 18 he joined the 
Popular Liberation Army (EPL), a Marxist 
guerrilla group that demobilized in 1991. 
“He was not revolutionary,” his mother 
said in an interview with the daily El 
Tiempo in 2015. “That was all there was 
and he went with them.” In 1993-1994 
Otoniel stood with the far-right paramili-
tary Peasant Self-Defenders of Cordoba 
and Uraba (ACCU), which was created to 
protect farmers against left-wing guerrillas 
and was linked to drug trafficking. 

It became part of the United Self-
Defense Forces of Colombia group of 
paramilitaries that fought leftist armed 
groups during the country’s long conflict 
and were involved in the drug trade. The 
paramilitaries were officially disbanded in 
2006, after negotiations with the govern-
ment, but some continued in what became 
the Gulf Clan gang. Otoniel had no partic-
ular ideology but he felt “betrayed” by the 
demobilization process and chose to 
remain underground, security analyst Ariel 

Avila told AFP in 2017. 
He took over the leadership of the Gulf 

Clan, previously known as the Usuga Clan, 
from his brother Juan de Dios, who was 
killed by police in 2012. The brothers 
together built a criminal network active in 
almost 300 of Colombia’s 1,102 municipali-
ties, concentrated mainly on the Pacific 
coast from where most drugs leave the 
country. The Gulf Clan’s portfolio of illicit 
activities also includes illegal mining and 
human trafficking. It works with street 
gangs that handle micro-trafficking, extor-
tion and assassinations, says the InSight 
Crime foundation that studies organized 
crime in Latin America. 

Otoniel “became leader by inspiring 
fear, and it is out of fear that he is respect-
ed,” police anti-narcotics division chief 
Jose Angel Mendoza said in 2017. He 
avoided capture over the years using 
guerrilla tactics, including only travelling 
by foot or donkey and never sleeping two 
straight nights in the same place, accord-
ing to Colombian authorities. In June 2017 
police choppers scoured lush banana 
fields of the north for him, certain they 
came close. “He has had to run for it at the 
last second more than once,” Mendoza 
said at the time. — AFP 

‘Otoniel’: From  
peasant to most  
feared drug lord

ROME: For some people, going to prison can feel like escaping 
to freedom. A man under house arrest in Italy showed up at a 
police barracks asking to be put behind bars because life with his 
wife at home was unbearable, police said yesterday. The 30-year-
old Albanian citizen living in Guidonia Montecelio, outside Rome, 

“was no longer able to cope with the forced cohabitation with his 
wife,” Carabinieri police from nearby Tivoli said in a statement. 
“Exasperated by the situation, he preferred to escape, sponta-
neously presenting himself to the Carabinieri to ask to serve his 
sentence behind bars,” they wrote.  

The man had been under house arrest for drug crimes for sev-
eral months and had a few years left to serve, Captain Francesco 
Giacomo Ferrante of the Tivoli Carabinieri told AFP. “He lived at 
home with his wife and family. It wasn’t going well anymore,” 
Ferrante said. “He said, ‘Listen, my domestic life has become hell, I 
can’t do it anymore, I want to go to jail.” The man was promptly 
arrested for violating his house arrest and judicial authorities 
ordered his transfer to prison.— AFP  

Man asks police to  
jail him to escape  
wife at home


