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E D I T O R I A L

T he aim of the TNI Drugs and Con-
flict series is to highlight current
issues involving the global drug
phenomenon, in order to foster

public debate around antidrugs strategies
and contribute to a search for alternative
policies. Bearing this in mind, we dedicate
the second issue of our series to the con-
troversial topic of Colombia’s aerial fumiga-
tion of coca and opium poppy fields. 

Colombia began an intensive campaign of
massive aerial spraying in December 2000,
under the aegis of Plan Colombia. The pro-
gramme has set in motion strong opposition
by the peasant and indigenous communities
involved and national and international
organisations from civil society. The number
of voices speaking out against using chemical
herbicides to eradicate illicit crops has
grown spectacularly this year, fostering an
even broader debate about this Latin Ameri-
can country’s entire drug policy. 

Right now, the debate focuses on the conse-
quences of fumigation for health and the
environment. The various positions taken
range from questioning the technical aspects
of how fumigations are being handled, to the
frontal rejection of aerial spraying combined
with alternatives such as decriminalising
small peasants and undertaking manual eradi-
cation procedures in a gradual, negotiated
and voluntary manner. 

Colombia has enjoyed little autonomy with
respect to the management of illicit crops, as
a strong link exists between aerial spraying
and the war dynamics. A decision to suspend
fumigation, therefore, is not likely to be
based on technical arguments but depends
largely on policy considerations with respect
to the course the armed conflict is taking.
On the other hand, escalation of the conflict
will not be avoided simply by suspending aer-
ial spraying. It will also depend on other fac-
tors involved in the critical stage that
Colombia’s peace process has entered. 

The peace talks, though tenuous, still form
part of Colombia’s present panorama. The
direction that these conversations take will
be of paramount importance for the immedi-
ate future. Either the efforts to find a politi-
cal solution to the conflict can be continued
or a  generalized intensification of war will
occur. The search for peace and the need to
re-evaluate current antidrugs policies have
thus become inseparable.

Fumigation: In the Heat of the Debate offers an
overview of the events related to the pre-
sent fumigation campaign since it began in
December 2000. 

Fumigations and Armed Conflict in Colombia
provides an analysis of the current state of
the debate around the subject of fumigation
and its link to the crisis of the peace process
and the imminent risk of intensification of
the armed conflict. 

To conclude, we publish a letter sent by soci-
ologist Ricardo Vargas, associate fellow of
TNI and representative of Acción Andina in
Colombia, to Anne Patterson, U.S Ambas-
sador in Colombia. This letter is a reaction
to the Ambassador’s warning that an eventu-
al suspension of fumigation would also imply
the U.S. pulling out of Plan Colombia. Vargas
explains the reasons why such a suspension
would be beneficial instead of posing a prob-
lem, describing in detail what discontinuing
the Plan would signify for Colombia.

At the closure of this edition TNI learned
about the re-initiation of large-scale spraying
in the southern departments. The objective
is to eradicate more than 100,000 hectares
of coca and opium poppy between now and
December. Before this new wave of fumiga-
tion started on September 6, a major securi-
ty operation was carried by out by army bat-
talions to secure the areas on the ground
and ensure safe entry for the aircraft. The
name of the operation: ‘Apocalypse’. 
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I n July 2000, Ex-President Clinton approved
a law destining 1.3 billion dollars for the
“war on drugs”, within the framework of Plan
Colombia. A good share of this money was

allocated to Colombia by way of military aid. This
included training, overhead costs and supplies for
the Army antidrugs battalions operating in the
south of Colombia, where an estimated 60% of illic-
it drugs produced in the country is grown. The
objective: mass-scale spraying of chemicals by air,
intended to destroy the region’s illicit production.
Today aerial spraying in the Putumayo – located in
the Amazon jungle and on the frontier with
Ecuador – has turned this province into Plan
Colombia’s first “laboratory”. 

The south of Colombia is not an area exclusively
devoted to growing illicit crops, however. With a
population of almost six million inhabitants, many
indigenous communities and a significant share of
Afro-Colombians coexist in this southernmost
region. 

Colombia’s south is also an important area of
influence for the FARC. This guerrilla organization
derives part of its income from charging taxes to
those who grow coca in the territory under its
control. Destroying the coca fields, aiming to elim-
inate a main source of income, increases the mil-
itary presence in the region, implying the poten-
tial escalation of an ongoing armed conflict. Fumi-
gation is literally carried out under the wings of the
Army’s antidrugs battalions (U.S. trained), which fly
in armoured helicopters (U.S. donated) while pro-
fessional land troops scour the area. 

The Chemical Spraying of Plan
Colombia

Fumigation with chemical herbicides is not new in
Colombia. More than two decades of aerial chem-
ical fumigation have yielded ample experience on
that score. Enough experience, in any event, to
argue that such programmes are useless: in two
decades, the total surface covered with illicit crops
not only did not decrease but, in fact, remarkably
increased. The innovative aspect of Plan Colom-
bia’s aerial fumigation programme was the inten-
sity of application and the new chemical formula
used. The idea was to eliminate as many hectares
as possible in the shortest time span, using a new,
more effective concentration of Roundup (which,

incidentally, was introduced already a year before).
Roundup is a commercial formula containing
glyphosate patented by the Monsanto Company. 

It did not take long for the effects of the changes
in concentration and intensity to be felt. The most
recent aerial spraying operations have not only
destroyed coca plantations but also legal crops, and
affected human health by causing skin ailments and
other illnesses. Complaints have poured in, also
involving the death of many domestic animals and
pondfish and water contamination. Last December,
indigenous leaders of Amazon communities trav-
elled to Washington to denounce the fact that aer-
ial fumigation with glyphosate was endangering
the health of the Amazon’s inhabitants and the jun-
gle’s ecological balance.

Reporters from all over the world, environmen-
talists from well-established international envi-
ronmental organizations, scientists expert in the
area, etc., have visited the region since this new
chemical mixture began to be applied. 

The outcry of those directly affected (peasants and
indigenous peoples) has been joined by public ser-
vants directly linked to the Colombian state (the
Ombudsman’s Office, the General Comptroller’s
Office and some members of Congress). Non-gov-
ernmental organizations (NGOs) studying the drug
phenomenon, organizations from civil society and
various political sectors in Colombia, neighbour-
ing countries and the U.S. have also made their
voices heard. The evidence is irrefutable. Medical
sources from the areas reported sharp increases
of eye and skin afflictions. The symptoms began
after exposure to spraying and only disappeared
with the passage of time in the following weeks.
Something similar could be observed with respect
to sprayed crops. While formerly a coca bush
took up to ten days to begin wilting after being
sprayed, now it shrivelled in one or two days. The
same thing held true for cassava, plantain, corn and
other food crops in the surroundings. “Glyphosate
was not as effective before. Now, when I visit fumigated
areas, they look as if someone had poured gasoline on
them and then lit a match” (R. Vargas).

The documented side effects of fumigation and its
ineffectiveness have caused a great deal of con-
troversy. Once more, political analysts ask whether
a policy that has repeatedly proven to be useless
in the past makes any sense today. Environmental-
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ists point to the ecological aspect: the production
of coca and cocaine, in the form that it is practised,
causes serious damage to the Andean cloud for-
est and the Amazon jungle. Forced eradication via
aerial herbicide spraying only adds to this destruc-
tion, not only due to the still unknown effects it
might have on the environment, but also due to the
fact that producers are forced to relocate their
crops deeper into the jungle. These will eventual-
ly be fumigated also, generating a vicious cycle of
destruction. The peasants who cultivate crops in
the fumigated areas, with the support of their Gov-
ernors and other high government officials, have
made continuous appeals for the suspension of
spraying and the implementation of effective vol-
untary manual eradication and crop substitution
programmes. Indigenous communities demand
respect for their ancestral territories, stressing the
value that their cultures attach to the land itself. 

The U.S. government has reacted by persistently
refusing to contemplate other alternatives. Aerial
spraying is a core policy of the war on drugs and
specifically of the co-operation with Plan Colom-
bia. The U.S. insists it is not debatable and is not
willing to make any concessions. “If aerial spraying
were to be suspended, this would have an immediate,
very likely devastating impact on U.S. support to Plan
Colombia”, warned U.S. Ambassador Anne Patter-
son at the beginning of August in Bogotá. All indi-
cations are that the President Pastrana’s govern-
ment is not willing to deal with such a risk.

The Formula Sprayed

A central aspect of the controversy hinges on
glyphosate, the most well known ingredient of the
various components constituting the formula. For
a long time, glyphosate has been pointed to as a
product responsible for the various health prob-
lems reported among the population, the destruc-
tion of legal crops and damage to the environment.
In response to this, every certain period the U.S.
State Department issues a Fact Sheet, a press
release or some other form of official communi-
cation designed to stress the product’s good qual-
ities. Its position is that this broad-spectrum her-
bicide, widely used for farming in many countries,
and also being used in Colombia since 1984, is “less
harmful than aspirin and table salt”. Colombia’s cen-
tral government, Army and Anti-Narcotics Police
have consistently echoed these arguments. 

TNI, together with several pesticide scientists,
has produced reports and documents questioning
the assertions made by the U.S. State Department,
laying emphasis on the fact that, until recently, pub-
lic opinion barely knew anything about the new for-
mula currently applied in Colombia. It makes little
sense to keep pondering the benefits of glyphosate,
when the truth is that this herbicide is only one
more component in the formula being sprayed.
Due to the pressure exerted by the several sec-
tors interested in divulging the new formula’s com-
position, the corresponding official bodies finally
revealed the presence of ingredients like Cos-
moflux-411F and Cosmo-InD – among others – in
the Colombian mixture, also disclosing the high
concentration of glyphosate used in today’s for-
mula.

The U.S. State Department’s Anti-Narcotics Office
has responded by issuing a new report in which it
states that the ingredients just made public are safe
to use and do not imply any risk to human health.
This in spite of the fact that no scientific study actu-
ally verifying this contention is yet in existence. 

Meanwhile, intensive aerial spraying continued to
be carried out in the region, producing new and
successive complaints. The damages done to farms
taking part in the alternative development projects
supported with international co-operation funds
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Chemical Spraying Mixture

Composition

45% Roundup Ultra; 54% water; 
1% Cosmo-Flux 411F; 0,33% Cosmo-InD.
Roundup Ultra in itself consists of 41.0%
glyphosate (the active ingredient); 
44.5% water, and 14.5% of a POEA surfac-
tant blend whose chemical composition is
kept a Monsanto trade secret.

On average 23.66 litres (6,25 gallons) of
this mixture is sprayed per hectare of
coca, which means, 10.4 litres of Roundup
Ultra, 0.24 litre Cosmo-Flux and 0.08 litre
Cosmo-InD, mixed with 13 litres of water.

Dosage per hectare
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were notorious. The situation motivated Germany
to speak out against the “punitive and persecution”
aspects contained in the Colombian antidrugs
strategy. The Colombian Ombudsman’s Office has
also confirmed the destruction of several farming
projects spearheaded by official bodies like Plante,
Corpoamazonía and United Nations. The Ombuds-
man then requested the immediate suspension of
aerial herbicide operations throughout the coun-
try, until detailed carto-
graphic information could
be compiled in order not to
destroy legitimate crops
and projects.

Lack of accuracy where
fumigation is concerned
also feeds the debate.
Though antidrugs authori-
ties insist that aerial spray-
ing is performed with milli-
metric precision, reality
proves the contrary. A
good example was the
“glyphosate bath” (that’s how the press headed it)
taken by U.S. Senator Paul Wellstone, a strong
opponent of fumigation in the U.S. Congress, when
he was invited to attend a demonstration of the
technical precision with which aerial spraying is
purported to occur. The wind dragged a cloud of
herbicide to where the guests of honour were
gathered, not exactly the site previously targeted
by satellite.

This year in March, press reports and editorials
began to appear almost daily in the main U.S.
newspapers, mentioning the effects of chemical
spraying on the population and the environment,
the social repercussions of a strategy prone to
escalate the armed conflict, and the indiscriminate
destruction of licit crops. Klaus Nyholm, UNDCP
representative in Colombia, affirmed that aerial
spraying should not be used against the small peas-
ants who find no other choice but to grow coca
or poppy to survive. He also proposed creating an
international monitoring body to supervise spray-
ing operations. Four Governors of the Depart-
ments in Colombia most affected by fumigation
went to Washington in an attempt to make the
Bush Administration reconsider what they per-
ceived was a militarist initiative against coca-grow-
ing peasants. In response, the State Department
continues to insist that aerial spraying is not up for

debate as long as a significant reduction in the num-
ber of coca hectares does not take place. 

Washington might permit itself the luxury of ignor-
ing growing criticisms, dismissing them as excuses
of the guerrilla and organised drug traffic, but
President Pastrana’s government is facing great
domestic and international pressure to suspend
fumigation. One thing is the possible interests of

the guerrilla and drug deal-
ers and quite another reli-
able evidence about the
violation of technical
guidelines to conduct
fumigation, the absence of
control by the state organ-
isms created to supervise
them, the destruction of
virgin woods, licit crops
and plantations under
three hectares, all express-
ly forbidden by law. Even
Colombia’s Ministry of
Environment, traditionally

an advocate of fumigation, issued a resolution
attacking the country’s Anti-Narcotics Office for
not providing adequate information about the
impact that chemical spraying has on the environ-
ment. 

Fuel Added to the Debate

Several facts have fed the debate in the last months.
In mid-May, the results of a UNDCP study on the
extension of coca crops in Colombia were pub-
lished. The study, based on satellite images
obtained in August 2000, revealed that there was
more coca than originally estimated. This kindled
the debate about the effectiveness of U.S. aerial
antidrugs operations. According to data provided
by the U.S. Embassy in Bogotá, in December 1999
there were 122,500 hectares of coca in Colombia
and, in spite of the fact that 58,000 hectares were
eradicated in the year 2000, in December of the
same year the extension was 136,200. (UNDCP
holds that it was 162,000 hectares). Although
between December and May 2001 alone, 254,000
litres (67,000 gallons) of herbicide were sprayed,
illicit crops have not been curtailed. Why not
invest these resources on alternative development
and social programmes, asks the critical mass.
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“Glyphosate was not as
effective before. Now,

when I visit fumigated
areas, they look as if
someone had poured
gasoline on them and

then lit a match” 
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Last June, the British chemical company ICI
announced that it was suspending the sale of an
additive used to prepare the herbicide mixture
applied in Colombia, due to the fact that it had not
yet been tested for the purpose it was being used
for. The substance in question is Atplus 300f,
which the Colombian Cosmoagro Company uses
to produce Cosmo Flux. 

The government of Ecuador expressed concern to
the Colombian government regarding the aerial
spraying carried out over its frontiers, requesting
that new studies be carried out in order to deter-
mine the impact of this spraying. The subject has
generated widespread debate in that neighbouring
country. 

Also in June, 3000 coca-growing peasants in the
Department of Norte de Santander rose to protest
against herbicide spraying over their fields, even
launching an attack on an air base where craft
tanked up and setting it on fire. These acts repre-
sent one the most violent mass protests under-
taken by producers against fumigation efforts so far. 

Early in July, the Anti-Narcotics Police announced
that it was reinitiating aerial spraying over the south
of the Cauca and the north of Nariño; this in spite
of the fact that the Ombudsman’s Office and the
Governors of the two provinces reaffirmed their
demand to suspend fumigation, due to the fact that
the reasons leading to its suspension just months
before continued to be valid. Over 35,000 peas-
ant and indigenous inhabitants declared them-
selves to be in a state of alert, threatening to march
on the Panamerican Highway and block it.

At around the same time, the Appropriation Com-
missions in the U.S. House of Representatives and
Senate expressed their concern about the effects
of aerial spraying in Colombia, asking the State
Department for detailed and periodical reporting
on the subject, as well as requesting that mecha-
nisms of verification be established in order to eval-
uate these effects. The Senate went as far as to for-
bid using U.S. funds for the purchase of chemicals
until the U.S. government does not certify the
absence of risks to the Colombian population. 

An accumulation of pressures and cries of com-
plaint at every level have contributed to changing
the course of the controversy: at least temporar-
ily, the possibility that the population had grounds

to complain was under consideration. In this con-
text, on Friday, July 27, a judge in Bogotá ordered
the immediate suspension of aerial spraying in the
south of Colombia, due to health threats and
threats to the environment. The order was tem-
porary, while a suit filed by the indigenous com-
munities of the Amazon against the state was con-
sidered. Eleven days later, the same judge lifted the
suspension, when the suit was rejected for ‘lack of
evidence’, although until now the necessary sci-
entific studies to prove or disprove the claims in
question have not been carried out. 

According to Rand Beers, Assistant Secretary of
State for International Narcotics and Law Enforce-
ment Affairs, no scientific evidence exists that
eradication programmes damage human health,
although he does admit evidence of sanitation
risks and that thus research should be carried out
to determine herbicide safety. Beers also acknowl-
edged that the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) has not analysed the new, more con-
centrated formula currently used to destroy coca
plants yet, adding that soon scientists from that
agency and the Centre for Disease Control (CDC)
in Atlanta are to study the effects of the herbicides
on human beings. This is how the Bush Adminis-
tration hopes to silence the criticisms to aerial
fumigation, although the results of these investi-
gations are not yet known. The future of Bush’s
Andean Regional Initiative and, specifically, of aer-
ial spraying, may depend on these results. 

Meanwhile no further definition has been made of
the various proposals launched by the United
Nations, government and non-government orga-
nizations and national and international bodies
alike, in the sense that either an international
monitoring body should be created to evaluate the
real effects of fumigation, or an independent inter-
national commission should be set in motion for
the purpose of analysing the antidrugs policy in its
totality. 
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Opposition Grows to a 
Controversial Strategy

The fumigation campaign in the south of Colombia
began in December 2000, in the midst of strong
opposition from the peasant communities in the area
and different national and international civil society
organisations. Since then, the outcry against spray-
ing chemical herbicides to eradicate illicit crops has
grown spectacularly, paving the way for an even
broader debate on the country’s entire drug policy. 

Three levels of discussion emerge with respect to the
fumigation strategy. The first encompasses the tech-
nical aspects involved in the procedure, without
requesting its suspension. The second level clearly
demands suspending aerial spraying, based on tech-
nical, legal and economic objections. And the third,
more political in nature, rejects aerial spraying for
socioeconomic and environmental reasons, propos-
ing the search for alternatives.

The first level of debate focuses on how fumigation
is technically carried out, without expressly request-
ing the suspension of the strategy. In this sense, the
position of the Colombian Ministry of Environment
is worth highlighting. Its representative, Juan Mayr, an
ardent defender of the strategy, felt forced to reject
the Environmental Management Plan drafted by the
National Directorate of Narcotics (DNE in Spanish),
for not responding “to the goals and objectives stat-
ed in the terms of reference or to Ministry’s repeat-
ed demands for information".  

At the same level, but this time on an international
plane, UNDCP has criticised the aerial spraying of
small plots, proposing the creation of an international
body that monitors the fumigation programme.

At the second level of the discussion, the stakehold-
ers involved expressly demand the suspension of aer-
ial spraying, due to technical, legal and economic
objections. At this level, we have the Colombian
state’s regulatory bodies, the People’s Ombudsman
and the General Comptroller’s Office, whose repre-
sentative, Carlos Ossa Escobar, has staunchly criti-
cised Plan Colombia for the heavy foreign debt it
entails.

On an international plane, the Andean Parliament
recently requested the temporary suspension of aer-
ial spraying until studies on the impacts of glyphosate
are duly carried out. 

The third level of debate hinges on the strategy’s
socio-economic and environmental impact. It is
grounded on the total opposition to aerial spraying,
calling for alternative proposals like the decriminali-
sation of small-scale illicit cultivation and gradual
schemes of manual eradication procedures on a vol-
untary basis, by consensus.

Those advocating the last point of view include,
among others, the Governors of the country’s south-
ern region, a heterogeneous group of Senators and
Representatives and a wide range of national and
international non-governmental organisations
(NGOs). Domestically, the debate is chiefly taking
place in Colombia’s south and before the mass media,
in the context of the ongoing electoral campaigns and
at the very core of the Congress of the Republic. In
the Colombian Senate it has given rise to three pro-
posals for new legislation: 1) the legalisation of illic-
it drugs production, distribution and consumption, to
be placed under state monopoly; 2) the decriminal-
isation of the small peasants planting illicit crops and
3) the prohibition to carry out the fumigation of illic-
it-crop plantations. 

At the same time, the European Parliament and the
government of Ecuador have also requested that
fumigation be suspended and alternatives should be
found, though Ecuador limits its objections to the
part of Colombia bordering on its territory. Germany
had succeeded in getting the Colombian govern-
ment to suspend aerial spraying in areas of Cauca and
Nariño, two provinces in which alternative develop-
ment projects financed by that European country are
already underway.

Currently this approach has broadened to question
the logic of the supply-reduction drug policy itself,
with the Colombian Congress’ decision to send Kofi
Annan, Secretary General of the United Nations, a
letter requesting that a high-level commission eval-
uate the present antidrugs strategies.

All this has given way to a vehement debate in the
U.S. Congress, stimulated by a broad range of NGOs
and seconded by the leading U.S. media. As a result,
last July the Senate Appropriation Committee
blocked the share of its funding to the Andean Ini-
tiative allocated to aerial spraying of illicit crops in
Colombia, until the U.S. State Department produces
a report on its safety, health and sanitation conditions.
Several amendments have also been presented, aim-
ing to condition the U.S. aid package on improving
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Technical debate with
demand to suspend 

fumigation

Opposition to fumigation and search for 
alternatives

PEOPLE’S OMBUDSMAN
Has insistently petitioned the gov-
ernment, through Resolution from
the Ombudsman’s Office (Feb/01)
and various letters to Ministry of
Justice, to suspend aerial spraying of
illicit crops.

LOCAL AUTHORITIES
Governors of southern Colombia propose gradual, volun-
tary manual eradication by consensus as an alternative to
fumigation.

OFFICE OF THE COMP-
TROLLER GENERAL
In July 2001, Carlos Ossa Escobar
proposes the creation of an inter-
national monitoring body to evalu-
ate the illicit crop eradication pro-
gramme and asks Environment Min-
istry so suspend fumigation until
the necessary corrective measures
are adopted.

SENATORS AND REPRESENTATIVES
Three new projects of law have been launched from within
the Senate of the Republic: 1) legalisation of illicit drugs pro-
duction, distribution and consumption under state monop-
oly 2) decriminalisation of small farmers growing illicit crops
and 3) prohibition of aerial spraying against illicit cultivation.  

CIVIL SOCIETY
The four principal networks of Colombia’s civil society
organisations (Permanent Assembly of Civil Society for
Peace, Paz Colombia, Redepaz and Citizen Mandate for
Peace) have demanded the suspension of aerial spraying and
support the initiatives of the departmental governments in
the south of Colombia.

MINISTRY OF 
ENVIRONMENT
May 2001 Resolution
rejects Environmental
Management Plan pre-
sented by General Direc-
torate of Narcotics, for
not responding "to the
objectives and achieve-
ments defined under the
terms of reference or to
the Ministry’s repeated
requests for information". 

UNDCP
Last July, Klaus Nyholm,
Director for Colombia
and Ecuador voiced his
objection to fumigating
small plots before the
Colombian government
and proposed creating an
international body to
monitor the fumigation
programme against coca
and poppy cultivation.

ANDEAN PARLIAMENT
Last August, unanimously resolved
that the Colombian government
temporarily suspends aerial spray-
ing of coca fields with glyphosate.
The decision will be maintained
until technical studies are carried
out about the impacts of this chem-
ical.

U.S. SENATE APPROPRIA-
TION COMMITTEE 
Last July, it decided to block funds
of Andean Initiative destined to
fumigating illicit crops in Colombia,
until the U.S. State Department
produces a report on its safety,
health and sanitation requirements.

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT
Issued resolution (Feb/01) rejecting Plan Colombia: the EU
"must take the necessary steps to secure an end to the large-
scale use of chemical herbicides... ". Requested Pres. Pastrana
to stop environmental damage, contain the exodus of inter-
nally displaced inhabitants and stop fumigation. The EP sup-
ports the manual eradication proposal launched by the
Departments in the south.

ECUADOR 
The government of Ecuador has demanded from the Colom-
bian government that it carries out aerial spraying at a 10-
km distance from its border with Ecuador and recom-
mended that Colombia abandons fumigation of illicit crops
and instead tests out manual eradication alongside the fron-
tier.

NGOs: Caritas International; Oxfam; Latin Ameri-
can Association of Human Rights (ALDHU); Transna-
tional Institute; Institute for Policy Studies; Wola; Cen-
tre for International Policy; World Wildlife Fund; and
many others.
NETWORKS: European NGO Council on Drugs
and Development (ENCOD); International Coalition
of NGOs for Just and Effective Drugs Policy (ICN);
ABColombia Group; Latin America Working Group
(LAWG); Amazon Alliance for Indigenous and Tradi-
tional Peoples of the Amazon Basin; Agroecological
Movement of Latin America and the Caribbean
(MAELA); Co-ordination of Indigenous Organisa-
tions of the Amazon Basin (COICA); network of 50
European organisations that signed the Declaration of
April 30 2001.

Technical debate
without demand to
suspend fumigation
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the human rights situation in Colombia, stopping or
suspending aerial spraying of illicit crops and pre-
venting U.S. support from becoming a counterinsur-
gency strategy instead of an antidrugs one. 

Another factor weakening the position of the U.S.
government is the controversy surrounding the
recruitment of foreign personnel to carry out
antidrugs operations in Colombia. The U.S. Congress
imposed a limit of 500 military and 300 civil con-
tractors as the maximum number to be hired at a
time. However, in view of the fact that the law refers
to ‘U.S. citizens’, the State Department and the var-
ious contracting firms active in the country, like
DynCorp, are hiring personnel from Guatemala,
Honduras and Peru in order to keep within the fixed
limits. To make matters worse, some Central Amer-
ican pilots interviewed by DynCorp have disclosed
to the press that they were asked to demonstrate
having experience in combat (Los Angeles Times,
August 18, 2001).

However, the antidrugs struggle and, within it, fumi-
gation, have as a backdrop a war scenario, the waver-
ing peace talks and an electoral period that locates
the issue in a highly complex setting due to the series
of political and military positionings that are currently
taking place.

Possible Scenarios 

The peace talks, though tenuous, still form part of
Colombia’s present panorama. The direction that
these conversations take will be of paramount impor-
tance in deciding whether a political solution to the
conflict can be set in motion or whether a direct, gen-
eralized confrontation intended to significantly weak-
en the insurgency will occur.

The critical stage generated by the fragile nature of
the peace talks, added to the current heated debate
on fumigation, allow us to sketch two possible sce-
narios:

SCENARIO 1: 
Escalation of the Conflict and 
Intensification of Aerial Spraying 

The fumigation strategy in Colombia is highly linked
to the armed conflict that the country is undergo-
ing. As the debate on Colombia’s drug policy kindles,
one year from the end of President Pastrana’s turn

in office, his banner programme -the peace process-
enters its critical phase. The escalation of armed
actions by government, guerrillas and paramilitaries
alike, all severely affecting the civilian population, has
deepened the crisis of the model of peace negotia-
tions undertaken in the middle of armed confronta-
tion: 

� GOVERNMENT. The militarization of the
antidrugs struggle and the implementation of
Plan Colombia more and more clearly betray
their counterinsurgent nature. Aerial spraying
continues leaving in its wake negative effects on
the population (health, economy and food secu-
rity) and the environment. This has serious con-
sequences for the legitimacy of the state and fuels
the armed social control wielded by the various
insurgent groups 

� ARMY. The Army begins to undertake offen-
sive war actions, generated, among other things,
by the guarantee of the arrival of military logis-
tics within the framework of Plan Colombia, the
recruitment of more professional soldiers, the
redrafting of strategies pertaining to irregular
armed conflicts and the growing presence of
foreign civilian and military personnel highly
trained in counterinsurgency combat. Actions like
those carried out through ‘Operation August 7’
in the Amazonian Department of the Guaviare,
seek to deal a harsh blow to the insurgency,
changing the correlation of forces in favour of the
state’s security bodies and thus attempting to
influence the sphere of the peace talks. 

� GUERRILLA. The suspension of talks with
the ELN guerrilla has worsened the crisis in find-
ing a political solution to the conflict, while at the
same time it has sent a clear warning to the
FARC. As a response, the ELN increased its
actions against the country’s economic infra-
structures, its kidnappings, road blocks, etc.,
generally causing a heavy toll among the civil pop-
ulation while it seeks to make a show of force
that modifies the state’s indifferent behaviour
towards them.

FARC’s most recent actions have put this guer-
rilla group under the scrutiny of the international
community: their kidnapping of three  members
of the German governmental technical co-oper-
ation agency GTZ, and of the Ex-Governor of
Meta under circumstances compromising the
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respect for diplomatic immunity. Simultaneous-
ly, FARC reacts indifferently to the appeals
launched by the European Union rejecting the
kidnapping of the three Germans and to the
report by Human Rights Watch questioning their
violations of international humanitarian law.
These circumstances, together with the com-
plaints that the clearance zone is being used as
an integral part of degraded war scenarios (kid-
nappings, forced recruitment etc.) are being cap-
italised by those favouring a solution of force. 

� PARAMILITARIES. These groups continue
extending their strategic advance, consolidating
their social control through the use of terror and
the application of the death penalty against those
suspected of collaborating or sympathising with
the guerrillas. Likewise, they have executed mem-
bers of the Colombian justice system, under
conditions of complete defencelessness, while
the latter were investigating the serious allega-
tions made against the paramilitaries.

� U.S. The government team assembled under the
Bush Administration implies a continuity in the
growing militarization of the war on drugs and
the extension of U.S. aerial and maritime control
under the concept of hemispheric security. The
constant declarations issued by U.S. public offi-
cials about Colombia’s armed conflict, their ques-
tioning of the ELN’s will for peace, the clearance
zone or the benefits of the peace process under-
taken with the FARC, all contribute to gradual-
ly eroding the already hazy frontier between
U.S. involvement in the antidrugs struggle and in
the armed conflict, abetting a solution of force
in Colombia. 

Everything indicates that, unless steps are taken to
find a political solution to the armed conflict, based
on a complete reframing of the process, what follows
will be either the continuation of peace talks with no
tangible end in sight –talks bound to be affected by
the escalation of the armed conflict– or an all-out
offensive seeking to defeat the FARC, thus weaken-
ing its bargaining power in the conversations with the
government. 

Whatever the option, aerial fumigation in this sce-
nario would be consolidated as part of the instru-
ments of war. This may lead to its intensification and
to the fact that its effectiveness will be gauged in
terms of its “undermining the guerrilla’s finances”. 

Nevertheless, due to strong national and international
opposition, the Colombian government finds itself
obliged to respond to the objections surrounding its
fumigation strategy. The studies in progress that are
meant to evaluate the impact of fumigation on health
and the environment might be used to neutralise
these objections and perfect the technique, if nec-
essary introducing changes in the mixture sprayed
currently.

The U.S. government has committed itself to con-
ducting one such research study during the next six
months. Its methodology raises great controversy,
because it nears experimentation with humans. The
investigation plans to examine a hundred peasants in
the Putumayo region, in order to evaluate the con-
dition of their health before fumigation. The same
peasants will be examined shortly after aerial spray-
ing takes place.

In a letter to U.S. Senator Patrick Leahy, Ambassador
Patterson alleged that the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) and the Centre for Disease Control
(CDC) were designing this study. Recent press
reports, however, have let it filter that EPA has never
actually participated in its design and that CDC is just
embarking on a preliminary phase of the discussion.
What EPA did issue recently is a report referring,
among the risks posed by glyphosate, to pulmonary
and respiratory ailments and renal complications
and effects on the reproductive system in the long
term. 

In this context, an international body created to mon-
itor Colombia’s fumigation programme, as proposed
by Klaus Nyholm, UNDCP Director for Colombia
and Ecuador, may actually reinforce the technical
capacity of aerial spraying, providing the strategy with
legitimacy. Thus, it could give way to a scenario in
which an antidrugs policy amply proven incapable of
diminishing the supply of illicit crops or the availability
of illicit substances on the market will continue to be
enforced. 

SCENARIO 2: 
Suspension of Fumigation and 
Strengthening of the Peace Process

The ineffectiveness of the antidrugs struggle, includ-
ing fumigation, and the need to reanimate the flag-
ging peace process, make it evident that the solution
to the crisis Colombia is undergoing must extend far
beyond the debate over whether forced eradication
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is being handled technically in a way that will minimise
its damage to health and the environment. No such
thing as the perfect fumigation exists, particularly
within the context of an armed conflict like the
Colombian one, in which the role of fumigation is,
to a great extent, determined by its effectiveness as
an instrument of war.

The high degree of opposition to the fumigation strat-
egy, both in Colombia and abroad, offers conditions
favouring the decision to suspend aerial spraying, be
it based on a resolution pressured by the Congress
or on any of the other initiatives offered by the
Ombudsman’s Office, the General Comptroller’s
Office or the country’s juridical system.  

However, Colombia has enjoyed little autonomy with
respect to the management of illicit crops, and a
strong link exists between aerial spraying and the war
dynamics. Therefore, a decision to suspend fumiga-
tion is not likely to be based on technical arguments
but depends largely on developments and consider-
ations with respect to the course of the armed con-
flict.

In this sense, rallying togeth-
er those in favour of a nego-
tiated settlement to the
armed conflict and the wide-
spread opposition to aerial
spraying might well lead to a
process of consolidation,
mobilisation and co-ordina-
tion of the various initiatives
towards peace emerging
from Colombian society.
With support from those
sectors in the international community that favour a
political solution to the conflict and reject the irra-
tional use of force against illicit crops, a force of influ-
ence might be created that may serve to guide the
outcomes of both the armed conflict and the prob-
lem of illicit crops, two themes that are inseparable
as they stand. This would legitimate the suspension
of fumigation on the basis of a cease-fire, a redefin-
ition of the antidrugs policy and the reanimation of
the country’s peace process.

Within this perspective, formulas that still need to
be debated are beginning to take shape, such as the
need to convoke a National Constituent Assembly
that supplies oxygen to the peace process in crisis
and paves the way towards effective responses. A

redefinition of the current drugs policy in Colombia,
within the framework of searching for solutions to
the armed conflict, should include, in the case of pro-
duction, the suspension of fumigation, the decrimi-
nalisation of small farmers and the reorientation of
alternative development policies towards the fol-
lowing axes: 

� Feasible manual eradication deadlines and crite-
ria.

� Processes of territorial and environmental order-
ing around viable and negotiated alternatives,
reassessing rural and environmental factors in the
development model.

� Short, medium and long-range sustainable pro-
grammes.

� Guarantees in the sense that regional participa-
tion processes in new initiatives are a result of
mutual trust between the parts, instead of today’s
manual eradication agreements that have been
reached under the threat of fumigation and the
results of which are measured in eradicating illic-
it crops in the shortest time possible. 

Creating an independent
international commission to
evaluate drug policies, a pro-
posal launched by various
sectors in Colombia and
abroad, implies a decisive
step in the search for alter-
natives to the deficient mea-
sures demonstrated in the
current antidrugs strategy.
In order for such a commis-
sion to perform the task of
reviewing these policies in

full, it is essential to count on the support of those
sectors of the international community that are
aware of the problem represented by the current
antidrugs strategy and the serious consequences its
implementation entails, both in the Colombian cri-
sis and with respect to the stability of the whole
Andean-Amazon region. 
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Bogotá, August 3, 2001

Mrs. Anne Patterson
Ambassador of the United States of America
Bogotá

Dear Ambassador Patterson:

On August 2, 2001, the headlines announcing
your statement that suspending the fumigation
would lead to a suspension of the Plan Colom-
bia reflect an interesting warning. Your
announcement should have led many Colom-
bians to ponder what a scenario without  Plan
Colombia might look like. From my perspective,
and as part of a realistic contribution to gaug-
ing the effects of your call to attention, I can
perceive the following scenario without "Plan
Colombia":  

1. With the suspension of the fumigation and
military actions in the coca-growing
regions, in the very short term there would
be overproduction of coca leaf, with the
consequent dramatic fall in the price of
coca paste, which would lead to a diminu-
tion in the total area planted, an effect not
yet attained after 25 years of fumigation in
Colombia. It is clear that the fumigations
and interdiction actions are the main fac-
tor supporting the good price for the raw
material used to manufacture cocaine,
with the consequent effect of stimulating
an increase in the areas planted in coca.  

As we all know, this expansion of area planted
in illicit crops is harmful to our environment,
since the establishment of new crops produces
more deforestation and more contamination,
from the processing of the coca paste. This
would create the best conditions for the peasant
producers to embark upon alternative develop-
ment programs for their regions -- without the
blackmail of fumigation, which is as harsh as it
is ineffective.  

2. Ending Plan Colombia would remove one of
the arguments the guerrilla insurgency uses
to polarize the armed conflict, i.e. your gov-
ernment's undue intervention in Colombia's
war. Ending Plan Colombia, accompanied
by an appeal to the guerrillas and the pow-

ers behind paramilitaries to make a real
commitment to fight drug trafficking -- in
the context of a peace process posed in new
terms, and with an emphasis on making
decisions on the drug economy that have a
real impact -- would be an interesting first
step towards appeasing the concerns of the
international community about Colombia's
role in the drug economy. 

3. It would also remove one of the structural
obstacles to confidence- building between
the parties engaged in the peace talks. In
effect, Plan Colombia is one of the factors
driving the radicalization of the armed
forces as they continue to press for a military
solution to the conflict, and it is cited by the
guerrillas to justify their own rearmament,
growth, and preparation for an escalated
confrontation. 

4. In addition, ending Plan Colombia would
reverse the eroding legitimacy of the Colom-
bian state in the coca- and poppy-growing
areas, as fumigating has a detrimental
impact on the legal and illegal economy of
entire regions, without a viable alternative
development scenario, nor any solution to
the poverty of the peasant settlers and
indigenous communities. The lack of clear
judicial procedures for processing and mak-
ing decisions on the complaints lodged by
the campesinos, the lack of political will
from the ministries of the environment and
health to investigate these cases, lead in the
medium and long term to a loss of legitima-
cy of and trust in the state, pushing the pro-
ducers into the armed ranks of the guerrillas
or the paramilitaries.  

5. Ending Plan Colombia would create
favourable conditions for international
cooperation from countries other than the
United States that are seeking alternatives to
the production of illicit crops, alternatives
based on manual eradication. The condi-
tions would be quite different from the cur-
rent "pactos," whose future is uncertain,
considering the absurd conditions imposed.
Such confidence- building would be supple-
mented by coordination and consensus-
building with the communities involved.  
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6. Suspending the fumigation campaigns, and
hence Plan Colombia, would end the detri-
mental impact it has had on alternative
development projects supported by interna-
tional aid, as well as project's carried out by
the Colombia government's own alternative
development program, Plante. Accordingly,
these initiatives would have a better chance
of success.  

7. More and more people would come to see
that drug trafficking cannot be fought by
fumigating illicit crops, but by fighting the
most profitable part of the business: the
criminal organizations, the money-laun-
dering mechanisms, which produce consid-
erable profit, the arms trafficking, prostitu-
tion networks, big casinos, and the like.
Money-laundering is widespread in both the
legal and illegal sectors of the economy, and
enjoys impunity internationally.  

8. The National Police would re-dedicate itself
to its primary mission, to ensure citizen
security, instead of the current distortion
geared to attending to the requirements of
the United States in the useless and harmful
eradication campaign using hazardous
chemicals. The criminals in the large and
medium cities would once again feel the
presence of law-enforcement, and it is likely
that crime would diminish. At the very least,
citizens would feel safer as the police re-
assumed their traditional duties.  

The Police would begin to understand that
drug-trafficking should be fought by improving
intelligence on organized crime, so as to begin
to find out something about how many and
what type of organizations are exporting hun-
dreds of tons of illegal drugs to the United States
and Europe from Colombia.  

9. The security-related function of the Colom-
bian armed forces would be re-focused on
Colombia's problems, rather than on the
agenda imposed by the United States in this
respect. The morale of the troops – who
today burn rustic labs or persecute small
producers along the tattered roads of the
producing regions, where poor settlers and
indigenous people are made to wait four to
five hours to be searched, while the drug

traffickers move freely throughout Colom-
bia, including in some echelons of govern-
ment – would be boosted.  

10. The conditions would be created for pursu-
ing drug-traffickers where it hurts them
most: seizing the assets they've acquired
with the proceeds of the business. In this
way, the public officials who have done
nothing in this regard, or who have covered
up their failure, would not be able to hide
their lack of commitment through radical
public statements on the need to fumigate
the illicit crops.  

11. In addition, the presidents would cease to
use fumigations as a substitute for their lack
of commitment to fighting corruption, one
of the bases for the flourishing drug trade.
And the ministers of justice would not be
able to use the fumigation campaign to
cover up their own absolute ineptitude
when it comes to administering and orga-
nizing the prisons as centers of rehabilita-
tion and not dungeons in the hands of pri-
vate powers, including the drug traffickers.  

12. Furthermore, without Plan Colombia the
international community would begin to
understand that in Colombia, it is not the
guerrillas who took the place of the Medellín
and Cali drug cartels. Rather, the drug traf-
ficking organizations diversified and prolif-
erated, and these dispersed groups are now
the ones who keep up the major demand for
raw material for producing illegal psy-
choactive substances. Indeed, it would be
understood that guerrilla finances would be
harder hit by going after the capital behind
the purchases of raw material than by fumi-
gating the illicit crops, which has been
announced as the supposed "great strategy"
for fighting guerrilla finances.  

13. In addition, people would begin to under-
stand that the distortion brought about by
the laundered and legalized proceeds of
drug trafficking poses a greater danger to
Colombia's institutions than future drug
exports. The laundered money has strength-
ened a private power unprecedented in
Colombian history, which is directing the
most successful counter-insurgency strategy
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thus far, at the cost of the loss of exclusive
government control over the means of
coercion, ruthless violations of interna-
tional humanitarian law, and violent
expropriations of the great masses of
Colombians.  

14. Finally, ending Plan Colombia would
reveal the great lie on which it has been
based, i.e. that drug trafficking depends
on the illicit crops, and it would show
that indeed just the opposite is true, that
the existence of the illicit crops depends
on the capital of the drug traffickers.  

15. But most important, Madame Ambas-
sador, is that with the end of Plan
Colombia, the international community
would begin to understand that the
repeated failures in the area of drug con-
trol are due not to the inefficacy of
Roundup, nor to rejection of fumigation
because of the devastating effects of
Roundup Ultra; nor to the well- advised
ban on the use of the fungus Fusarium
oxysporum; nor to the guerrilla's armed
control in southern Colombia; nor to the
fact that there are addicts in your cities.
Rather, these failures have been due to an
old and irrational drug policy that has
caused as much or more harm than
poor-quality illegal drugs, used in condi-
tions that augment their risks, because of
the threat of the law that hangs over their
users.  

For the foregoing reasons, Mrs. Patterson, as
a Colombian, I conclude by recommending
that you leave an indelible mark in Colom-
bia, and that you go into history as the most
sensible representative of the United States in
the history of our bilateral relations: carry
out your warning promptly, and help end
Plan Colombia as soon as possible.  

With my utmost respect and consideration,

Ricardo Vargas
Acción Andina – Transnational Institute
(TNI)
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Colombia began an intensive campaign of massive aerial
spraying in December 2000, under the aegis of Plan
Colombia. The programme has set in motion strong
opposition by the peasant communities involved and
national and international civil society organisations. The
number of voices speaking out against using chemical her-
bicides to eradicate illicit coca and opium poppy crops has
grown spectacularly this year, fostering an even broader
debate about this Latin American country’s entire drug
policy. 

Right now, the debate focuses on the consequences of
fumigation for health and the environment. The various
positions taken range from questioning the technical
aspects of how fumigations are being handled, to the
frontal rejection of aerial spraying combined with alter-
natives such as decriminalising small peasants and under-
taking manual eradication procedures in a gradual, nego-
tiated and voluntary manner. 

Colombia has enjoyed little autonomy with respect to the
management of illicit crops, as a strong link exists between
aerial spraying and the war dynamics. A decision to sus-
pend fumigation, therefore, is not likely to be based on
technical arguments but depends largely on policy con-
siderations with respect to the course the armed conflict
is taking. On the other hand, escalation of the conflict will
not be avoided simply by suspending aerial spraying. It will
also depend on other factors involved in the crisis that
Colombia’s peace process is reaching. 

The peace talks, though tenuous, still form part of Colom-
bia’s present panorama. The direction that these conver-
sations take will be of paramount importance for the
immediate future. Either the efforts to find a political solu-
tion to the conflict can be continued or a  generalized
intensification of war will occur. The search for peace and
the need to re-evaluate current antidrugs policies have
thus become inseparable.
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The Transnational Institute (TNI)
is a decentralized fellowship of
scholars, researchers and writers
from the Third World, Europe and
the U.S. committed to create and
promote international co-opera-
tion in analysing and finding possi-
ble solutions to such global prob-
lems as militarism and conflict,
poverty and marginalisation, social
injustice and environmental degra-
dation.

Since 1996, the TNI Drugs &
Democracy programme has been
analysing trends in the illegal drugs
economy and in drug policies
globally, their causes and their
effects on economy, peace and
democracy. 

The Drugs & Democracy pro-
gramme conducts field investiga-
tions, engages policy debates,
briefs journalists and officials,
coordinates international cam-
paigns and conferences, produces
articles, publications and briefing
documents, and maintains a daily
electronic news service on drugs
related issues. 

The aim of the project and of  the
Drugs and Conflict series is to
stimulate a re-assessment of con-
ventional prohibitive and repres-
sive policy approaches and to
argue for policies based on princi-
ples consistent with a commit-
ment to harm reduction, fair
trade, development, democracy,
human rights, environmental and
health protection, and conflict pre-
vention. 

T R A N S N A T I O N A L


