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Colombian Farmers Abandon Coca for Sustainable Alternatives

The province of Putumayo lies high in the cloud-draped Andes of southern Colombia. The business of Putumayo is, perhaps, less elevated; Putumayo is a major center for the cultivation of the coca leaf, the foundation of the cocaine trade. Three years ago, coca production in Putumayo was estimated at 47,000 hectares, close to one third of the total coca production area in Colombia. For the people of Putumayo, the effects of this business have been predictably tragic. 

Colombia’s principal leftist guerrilla group, FARC, has maintained a strong presence in Putumayo for more than 25 years. In their armed struggle Colombia’s elected government, they have isolated the province from the national infrastructure, at one point necessitating a government airlift to relieve the provincial capital of Puerto Asis, which had been starved of food, water, and gasoline by FARC roadblocks.

The situation has worsened in the last five years. Putumayo has become a battleground where FARC and reactionary paramilitary groups battle for control of the coca plantation revenues. The battle is so fierce, and the real agenda so mercenary, some argue that ideological labels have long ceased to meaningfully apply. Nevertheless, civilians have been routinely targeted, at times massacred, for alleged sympathy for one side or the other. Putumayo’s politics, economy, and community are crippled both by civil war and by the toxic social residue of the drug trade.

In spite of this grim history, Ivan Guerrero, Governor of Putumayo, can now speak of recent successes in the struggle to rid Putumayo of coca. “Abandoning the coca culture must happen at all levels — in the hearts and minds of the Putumayo people,” Guerrero says. “To make this happen, the government has built a relationship with local communities based on trust, encouraging farmers to propose alternatives that will rid the province of coca.”

The governor is referring to the USAID-funded Colombia Alternative Development Project, managed by Chemonics. Since 2001, Chemonics has lead a consortium of NGOs, indigenous groups, and local producer associations in a concerted effort to migrate Putumayo’s coca production economy towards the cultivation of legal, economically viable, and environmentally sustainable crops. 

Given the realities of agriculture in the developing world, such a project would challenge any nation’s coordinative capability. Colombia’s fractious regionalism and endemic violence pose additional hurdles the project must surmount. Yet while many farmers of Putumayo do not view the aerial eradication of coca as a solution (fumigation destroys one means of subsistence without providing another), the hope of an alternative, legitimate economic base mobilizes them to act. They are willing to participate in alternative development projects because the political and social costs of the illegal drug trade so obviously outweigh the short-term financial benefits coca cultivation provides. Two thirds of those surveyed believe that migrating production away from the coca leaf will save their families from violence and crime.

“Believe me, coca for me is a disgrace,” says Joaquin Ramirez, president of the community of Tres Islas, which participates in the project. “I have lost family and I have lost friends – who does this help? This only helps big narcotraffickers . . . and for what? Coca only creates more violence.” 

And so despite fear of reprisals, Putumayo’s farmers have volunteered to eradicate illicit crops in their communities, abandoning coca to raise vanilla, pigs, and other legal crops. These agreements have produced immediate, impressive results. In the three years since the project was founded, the project has already met some of its five-year targets. In less than two years the consortium has eradicated 19,000 hectares of coca. It has converted more than 30,000 hectares to legal crops that provide income and sustenance to some 20,000 families. 

Surrounded by smoke from a burning coca bush, Jose Tenjendino, a campesino leader and beneficiary of the program, also praises the project. “We have improved the road, the school cafeteria, and the sports facility,” he says. “We now have a pig sty used to raise pigs.” He plans to raise 650 pigs a month for sale to the delicatessen industry.

Over the next three years, Chemonics plans to strengthen producer associations, develop marketing chains, and support new agricultural activities in drug production zones, building on the proven successes of the existing participatory approach and the groundswell of popular support the project enjoys. “Putumayo residents show a great willingness to shake off the influence of the armed groups,” Governor Guerrero says. “They want to rid the area of the fuel that feeds the violence and to build back everything that coca has destroyed in the past 25 years.”

“With the eradication,” Ramirez says, “I can see the beautiful Putumayo that I have always known.”

