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INTRODUCTION 

President Iván Duque’s war against drugs in Colombia is in full swing. Under pressure from 

the United States, his administration has undertaken extensive purges of the country’s narcotics 

supply-chain that drives Colombia’s drug trafficking rings and armed groups. The supply chain 

begins with the cultivation of the Coca plant, the base ingredient used to make Cocaine and 

Crack Cocaine, in Colombia’s mountains. In fact, the United Nations Office for Drugs and 

Crime notes that Colombia is the largest growers of the crop with 70% of the world’s Coca 

growing capacity residing in Colombia1. The eradication of these Coca farms has become a 

policy priority for Colombia’s current administration, but at great social and economic costs. 

As farms are forcefully eradicated and farmers lose livelihoods the production of the end 

product, Cocaine, remans undeterred. Thus, it would be fair to assert that these programs are 

clearly not providing the desired results.  

 

Considering the policies around and implementation of coca eradication would provide key 

insights about why this is the case, and its impact on peace and the implementation of the Final 

Agreement to End the Armed Conflict and Build a Stable and Lasting Peace. In the process, 

the relationship between Coca eradication and local violence can also be examined. Thus, 

Duque’s grand plan for fixing Colombia’s drug production and trafficking problems must be 

examined in light of these realities as well. This paper will provide background and analysis 

on these points to illustrate that Coca eradication as a means to slow Cocaine production is not 

only ineffective, but it also creates a range of side effects that negatively impact the prospects 

of peace in Colombia. 

 

COCA PRODUCTION IN COLOMBIA – A BLESSING OR A CURSE? 

Cocaine and Crack, the final products of Coca cultivation, are some of the most addictive 

psychostimulants in the world and remain illegal in most countries. The annual death toll from 

Cocaine overdose is one of the highest among other drugs globally (opioids take up the first 

 
1* The Author is a student at the Jindal School of International Affairs and a Research Assistant at 

the Centre for Security Studies, JSIA. 

 
1 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 2020. DRUG USE AND CONSEQUENCES. WORLD DRUG 

REPORT. https://wdr.unodc.org/wdr2020/field/WDR20_Booklet_2.pdf.  

https://wdr.unodc.org/wdr2020/field/WDR20_Booklet_2.pdf
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spot while Amphetamines closely follow Cocaine)2, making it particularly dangerous. In the 

United States, where vast quantities of South America’s drugs reach, the severity of these 

statistics is compounded by rising overdose deaths since 2015 3 . Cocaine starts off as a 

shrub/plant called Coca that grows almost exclusively in South and Latin America. Supported 

by rich soil and heavy rainfall in densely forested or mountainous areas, Coca farming is 

particularly prominent in Colombian hinterlands where these conditions are more widely 

available. Raw and processed Coca (Cocaine) then reaches drug traffickers in the country and 

beyond, fueling international drug trade.  

 

This supply chain, however, not only involves traffickers, seller, and users, but also farmers 

who have been engaged in the cultivation of Coca crops for years. In Colombia, Coca farming 

has been a prominent source of income since the 1990s when the country’s poor migrated to 

the Colombian countryside. The International Crisis Group notes that in that era, Coca 

cultivation was seen as “the only opportunity to build a somewhat dignified life”4. This much 

has continued to remain true for Coca farmers today5. Isolation from urban areas, involvement 

with armed groups and traffickers, and poor government reach into rural Colombia means that 

Coca farmers have little access to state sanctioned development. Thus, Coca farming, then and 

now, allows farmers opportunities to attend to their necessities and facilitates social 

mobilization. Yet given its illegal nature, Cocaine farming also brought about violence by 

traffickers and FARC. Today, the primary change in this situation is that violence occurs 

between the farmers, traffickers, and Colombian security instead.  

 

Given the widespread effects of Cocaine, Coca producing countries and their farmers are under 

increasing pressure to abort their operations. In the case of Colombia, this pressure primarily 

emanates from the United States which is seeking to remedy its problems with drug control 

partly by engaging in a strategy of “supply reduction”6. This translates to supporting efforts 

towards Coca eradication undertaken by the Duque administration. The following section will 

consider in greater detail how policies of Coca eradication are being implemented on ground, 

their effects on livelihoods, and most importantly, on the prospects of peace in Colombia.  

 
2 Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation. 2021. GBD Results Tool. Global Health Data Exchange. 

http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool  
 
3 National Institute on Drug Abuse. 2021. Overdose Death Rates. United States Government. January 29. 

https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates  

 
4 International Crisis Group. 2021. Deeply Rooted: Coca Eradication and Violence in Colombia. February 26. 

pp 3. https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5  

 
5 Dickinson, Elizabeth. 2021. Opinion: To End The Drug War, Help Coca Famers Find A Way Out. March 5. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out  

  
6 Drug Policy Alliance. N.A. The Drug War Across Borders: US Drug Policy and Latin America. 

https://idhdp.com/media/531182/latin-america-fact_sheet_borders.pdf  

http://ghdx.healthdata.org/gbd-results-tool
https://www.drugabuse.gov/drug-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out
https://idhdp.com/media/531182/latin-america-fact_sheet_borders.pdf
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COCA ERADICATION IN ACTION 

Since the start of Duque’s administration in 2018, Colombia has begun a systematic campaign 

of Coca eradication that engages the country’s security forces, local municipalities, and police7. 

This practice of forced eradication is, at least in name, accompanied by alternatives for farmers 

to voluntarily eradicate their own crop in exchange for government assistance. However, there 

are very few real incentives for voluntary eradication to be viable. Thus, forced eradication 

became the primary tool of the government. Coca eradication as a policy measure to limit the 

growth of Coca involves two primary methods, manual eradication and fumigation. With 

fumigation made illegal in 2015, Duque’s administration has engaged in forced manual 

eradication across Colombia’s Coca producing municipalities. Soldiers and local authorities 

identify Coca farms and manually uproot an average of 1 to 3 hectares of crop daily or spray 

them with pesticides8. Since 2016, the general trend of forced eradication has been upwards, 

with 2019 and 2020 marking particularly successful years. Rates of forced eradication reached 

to 100,000 hectares of crop destroyed in 20199 and 130,000 hectares of crop in 202010.   

 

The motivation for regional authorities to track down and eradicate greater quantities of Coca 

is well established. Commanders are provided with eradication quotas to fulfill and a national 

target is released every year as well 11. In 2021, Bogota stated that it will target to repeat 2020 

levels of eradication by taking down another 130,000 hectares of Coca crop by manual 

eradication 12 . It also plans to reinstate aerial fumigation by fulfilling court anointed 

requirements. It must be noted here however, that the International Research Agency on Cancer 

(IRAC) has stated that there is “strong evidence for genotoxicity” by glyphosate, the chemical 

used in aerial fumigation, which increases the likelihood that the chemical will have 

carcinogenic effects 13 . Given the cancer-causing potential of air fumigation, the re-

establishment of fumigation is being strongly protested in Colombia by the country’s 

 
7 Dickinson, Elizabeth. 2021. Forced Eradication Could Undermine Colombia’s Peace. March 11. 

https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29484/with-forced-eradication-of-coca-colombia-peace-is-at-risk  

 
8 Vergara, Juan Carlos Garzon. 2020. La erradicacion forzada no ha aumentado, pero los cultivadores la estan 

pasando mal. May 29. http://www.ideaspaz.org/publications/posts/1838  
9 Ibid.  

 
10 Reuters. 2021. Colombia targets last year’s coca eradication in 2021. January 5. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKBN2992FQ  

 
11 Dickinson, Elizabeth. 2021. Forced Eradication Could Undermine Colombia’s Peace. March 11. 

https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29484/with-forced-eradication-of-coca-colombia-peace-is-at-risk 

 
12 Reuters. 2021. Colombia targets last year’s coca eradication in 2021. January 5. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKBN2992FQ 

 
13 International Agency for Research on Cancer. 2015. IARC Monograph on Glyphosate. 

https://www.iarc.who.int/featured-news/media-centre-iarc-news-glyphosate/  

https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29484/with-forced-eradication-of-coca-colombia-peace-is-at-risk
http://www.ideaspaz.org/publications/posts/1838
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKBN2992FQ
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/29484/with-forced-eradication-of-coca-colombia-peace-is-at-risk
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKBN2992FQ
https://www.iarc.who.int/featured-news/media-centre-iarc-news-glyphosate/
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indigenous population 14 . Yet, the Duque administration is undeterred and is working to 

operational aerial fumigation.  

 

Coca eradication can also be particularly violent towards both farmers and security forces. 

Significant number of farms, particularly those that are in the farthest of peripheries, are 

controlled by armed FARC splinters or right-wing paramilitary groups that already held control 

over these areas. Given this, farmers and armed traffickers often engage with one another 

closely. Farmers not only sell their Coca to these groups for further trafficking, but they also 

pay them illegal taxes to be able to continue with their operations15. Community members are 

often recruited by armed groups into their ranks as well, as highlighted by one former farmer 

whose brother became a member of the militia16. Paid and monitored by traffickers and armed 

groups, farmers are thus under immense pressure to abide by their demands. These demands 

may include not responding to government schemes, refusing to negotiate mutually beneficial 

agreements regarding eradication with officials, and even planting landmines in farms to 

dissuade forced eradication17. When farmers are not cooperative with armed traffickers on any 

such terms, they risk losing their lives, having their farms taken away, or being falsely accused 

of being informants.  

 

Farmers face similar pressures from security forces as well. As one farmer notes, the presence 

of security forces in the region only “turned our communities into warzones”18. State forces 

not only raid farms and forcibly uproot their livelihoods, but they also clash with local 

protestors. Dickinson notes that in 2020, 1,800 clashes took place between soldiers and 

cultivator according to data from the Colombian Ministry of Defense 19 . As it is hard to 

distinguish between community members who are part of armed groups and those who are not, 

the military is said to make blanket assumptions about the association of civilians with local 

armed traffickers20. This puts them at risk of being falsely accused or mistreated by security 

personnel. Lastly, some studies show that aerial fumigation further increases the likelihood of 

 
14 Jaramillo, J Fernanda Samchez. 2021. Indigenous peoples join the national struggle in Colombia's strike. May 

14. https://globalvoices.org/2021/05/14/indigenous-peoples-join-the-national-struggle-in-colombias-strike/  

 

15 International Crisis Group. 2021. Deeply Rooted: Coca Eradication and Violence in Colombia. February 26. 

pp 3-8. https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5  

 
16 Dickinson, Elizabeth. 2021. Opinion: To End The Drug War, Help Coca Famers Find A Way Out. March 5. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 

 
20 International Crisis Group. 2021. Deeply Rooted: Coca Eradication and Violence in Colombia. February 26. 

pp 3-8. https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5 

https://globalvoices.org/2021/05/14/indigenous-peoples-join-the-national-struggle-in-colombias-strike/
https://globalvoices.org/2021/05/14/indigenous-peoples-join-the-national-struggle-in-colombias-strike/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out
https://www.jstor.org/stable/resrep31431.5
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violence in certain areas as the activity being conflicting parties (armed groups, cultivators, and 

security) come into closer contact in tense environments21.  

 

It is important to note that these military personnel are the most direct and frequently seen 

representation of the Colombian state. Much of the area under Coca cultivation today had been 

under FARC administration before the peace accord. Since then, armed groups quickly took 

over such communities with little government effort to expand development opportunities to 

them. Within this context, the use of aggressive Coca eradication methods, such as aerial 

fumigation or manual eradication, brings forward a particularly belligerent embodiment of the 

state. Cultivators lament that frequently “the only investment we have seen is the investment 

of the armed forces”, as their development need are left poorly addressed. This demoralizes 

farmers, weakens state legitimacy, and “intensifies the social conflict and tensions between 

communities and the state” 22 . As violence in rural Colombia increases as whole, forced 

eradication only perpetuates conflict in a post war Colombia.   

 

As for cultivation itself, eradication does little to lower Cocaine production as farmers swiftly 

move their establishment deeper into rural Colombia. With few alternatives and the threat of 

violence, farmers are hesitant to sign up for crop substitution plans put into place in the 2016 

peace agreement. The Comprehensive National Programme for the Substitution of Crops for 

Illicit Use promised the creation of “material and tangible conditions well-being and good 

living” for those communities “in situations of poverty that currently derive their subsistence 

from these [illegal] crops”23. It is clear that in the pre-Duque administration there was a clear 

realization that eradication alone cannot cut off Colombia’s connection with Cocaine 

production. While the substation program is still in place, its implementation since 2016 has 

deteriorated. Many families signed up to the programs hoping for a decrease in violence in their 

communities and for full ownership over their crops and profit as Coca farming is associated 

with “insecurity but also a lack of ownership”24. However, many farmers who signed up for 

the benefits are yet to be provided monetary or technical aid25. Lida’s, a former Coca farmer, 

 
21 Rozo, Sandra V. 2014. “On the unintended consequences of anti-drug eradicating programs in producing 

countries”. UCLA. January 31. http://www.appam.org/assets/1/7/On_the_Unintended_Effects_of_Spraying.pdf  

 
22 Alsema, Adriaan. 2021. Duque’s ‘chemical warfare’ against coca ‘fuel for more war’ in Colombia.  April 14. 

https://colombiareports.com/duques-chemical-warfare-against-coca-to-fuel-for-more-war-in-colombia/ 

 
23 Mejia, Daniel., Prem, Mounu., and Vargas, Juan. 2019 Good incentives, bad timing: crop substitution, coca 

cultivation, and aerial spraying in Colombia. October 17. 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2019/10/17/good-incentives-bad-timing-crop-substitution-coca-

cultivation-and-aerial-spraying-in-colombia/  
24 Nilsson, Manuela, and Marin, Lucia Gonzalez. 2021. “Colombia’s Program to Substitute Crops Used for 

Illegal Purposes: Its Impact on Security and Development”. Journal of Intervention and Statebuilding. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/17502977.2021.1921546  

 
25 Dickinson, Elizabeth. 2021. Opinion: To End The Drug War, Help Coca Famers Find A Way Out. March 5. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out 

http://www.appam.org/assets/1/7/On_the_Unintended_Effects_of_Spraying.pdf
https://colombiareports.com/duques-chemical-warfare-against-coca-to-fuel-for-more-war-in-colombia/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2019/10/17/good-incentives-bad-timing-crop-substitution-coca-cultivation-and-aerial-spraying-in-colombia/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/latamcaribbean/2019/10/17/good-incentives-bad-timing-crop-substitution-coca-cultivation-and-aerial-spraying-in-colombia/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/17502977.2021.1921546
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/05/972469104/opinion-to-end-the-drug-war-help-coca-farmers-find-a-way-out
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story illustrates that even those who received benefits have not been able to live fuller lives, as 

she is now “poorer and not much safer” after switching to passionfruit farming26.   

 

CONCLUSION 

Eradication is clearly an imperfect tool to curtail drug trafficking in Colombia. Current efforts 

may be yielding impressive figures in terms of hectares of crop cleared, but they have also 

created other problems. Coca eradication has facilitated tense relations between the state and 

its citizens, given locals cultivators little protection from armed groups, and has often taken 

away a source of income from them. Given these realities, it has not been an effective strategy 

that provides tangible incentives to bring communities into the fold. There is acute awareness 

within Coca producing communities of the dangers of Coca itself and the risk that comes along 

with cultivating it. Thus, it is likely that a demonstration of dedication to the well-being of 

locals and enhanced development capabilities from the end of the state would go a long way 

into ensuring that communities feel secure when working with state forces.   

 

Given this, any initiative towards limiting the cultivation of Coca should focus on providing 

alternate means for achieving sustainable livelihoods, reducing crop quantities, and improving 

communal security. There must also be sustained efforts towards rebuilding relationships 

between the state and local communities. Security personnel should not be seen as takers of 

lives and livelihoods, but rather as “facilitators” of security and development. The government 

must also reach out to local communities to better understand the range of needs rural farmers 

have, not only in terms of finances but also in terms of technical knowhow and infrastructure. 

A more cohesive and well-funded approach to the existing crop substation programs may allow 

for this. In this way, a longer-term solution to Coca production can reached that might produce 

better results. 

 

Finally, given that drug production and trafficking have serious impact outside of Colombia, it 

is important to consider how international actors respond to the issue of Coca cultivation. While 

it is indeed imperative for there to a significant reduction in the global supply of Cocaine, the 

route used to get to that result is just as important. International actors often hold significant 

financial and political leverage over other states and should use this leverage carefully. In the 

Colombian case, the United States plays a particularly important role in supporting and nudging 

Colombian Coca eradication policies into its current direction27. Evidence showing that Coca 

eradication, as a method, has limited effectiveness and the dangers of aerial fumigation must 

be thoroughly considered. Ultimately, the United States must remain committed to ensuring 

the well-being of Coca farmers, who remain stuck between a rock and a hard place. Rather than 

 
IIbid. 

 
27 Acosta, Luis Jaime. 2019. Pressured by the U.S., Columbians uproot coca plants, wary of landmines. 

September 14. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKCN1VY1XM  

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-colombia-drugs-idUSKCN1VY1XM
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sanctioning potentially dangerous practices such as forced eradication and ariel fumigation, 

U.S. funding is likely better placed in efforts to garner long term economic upliftment of 

communities and towards the restoration of peace. These practices will make Coca farming 

unappealing to begin with.  

 

 


