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The images in this dossier combine photographs from the Communications 
Commission of the Popular Unity Process of Southwest Colombia 
(PUPSOC) with graphic interventions by Tricontinental: Institute for Social 
Research. PUPSOC brings together organisations that defend the land and 
rights of communities across southwest Colombia, a region devastated by the 
US-led imperialist ‘War on Drugs’ waged in the service of capital. This policy 
militarises the region, criminalises campesinos, and deepens dispossession, 
undermining food sovereignty and rural autonomy. Through diagrams, maps, 
and numbers, the graphic interventions expose how imperialism and capital 
script this violence while the photographs bear witness to a people who 
remain in organised resistance, in defence of life, land, and dignity.
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Photograph (PUPSOC): A clash between campesino communities and the Colombian 
army in Cajibío, Cauca, during the forced eradication of coca crops that left several 
people injured.
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Hundreds of years ago, the bandits of early capitalism claimed that 
they had come to the ‘savage’ lands to bring ‘civilisation’. But what 
they came to do was plunder: to take land, exploit labour, and extract 
bullion from across Africa, Asia, and the Americas. Over the gener-
ations this banditry became structural, built into plantations, mines, 
and trading companies that drained that wealth into Europe’s ‘eter-
nal glory’. In time, the bandits’ descendants put on dry-cleaned suits 
and suggested that the ugliness of the past was not their inheritance, 
that their fortunes were the product of their diligent entrepreneur-
ship. But beneath them, in the sewers of commercial activity, were 
the other organised branches of business – the mafia, narcos, arms 
dealers, smugglers, human traffickers, cyber criminals, loan sharks, 
animal poachers, organ traffickers, and those who run the scam 
farms and cybercrime compounds.2 The capitalists above ground and 
those below are bound together by the circulation of vast, liquid, 
dirty cash. These illicit funds flow up from below to be cleansed by 
those above, the smell washed from the money, the notes ironed and 
creased, then set in motion – for a small discount – as the necessary 
volume of money that becomes clean capital for licit use.

This dossier seeks to undermine the dominant narrative that pre-
sents the ‘War on Drugs’ as a genuine moral crusade by the capitalist 
states to prohibit the circulation of illicit narcotics. This narrative 
rests on the claim that the drug trade is somehow separate from 
‘legitimate’ capitalism. We argue instead that the War on Drugs is 
merely an attempt by capitalist states to ensure that these narcot-
ics circuits remain underground so that the money siphoned from 
illegal trade can continue to liquefy a banking system that would 
not function without it. Furthermore, beyond laundering criminal 
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profits and waging class war on peasants, the War on Drugs has 
become a flexible imperial tool for disciplining defiant governments, 
advancing counterrevolutionary agendas, and opening up territories 
to capital. While the war is a global regime, this dossier focuses on 
Colombia’s coca-cocaine economy as a lens through which to exam-
ine its political economy.

Our text draws on historical research on the past decades of the War 
on Drugs, key United Nations (UN) documents, and our own work 
with campesino (peasant) organisations in Colombia.  From their 
position at the bottom of the commodity chain, campesinos have a 
clear understanding of the structures that sustain illicit trade. Their 
organisations have mapped the parallel capitalism that exploits rural 
producers and their families as well as working-class communities in 
the wealthier nations, where structural unemployment pushes many 
into this economy as low-level sellers or consumers.
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Photograph (PUPSOC): A participant of the Social and Community Minga for the 
Defence of Life, Territory, Democracy, and Peace stands next to a wall that reads ‘No 
violence; I’m human’. As part of the minga (an ancestral, collective work practice that 
has become a powerful mobilisation tool in the region), thousands marched from Cali 
to Bogotá, holding massive marches in cities along the way. October, 2020.

Intervention by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research 
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We cannot leave this part of the subject without singling out 
one flagrant self-contradiction of the Christianity-canting 
and civilisation-mongering British Government. In its impe-
rial capacity it affects to be a thorough stranger to the contra-
band opium trade, and even to enter into treaties proscribing it. 
Yet, in its Indian capacity, it forces the opium cultivation upon 
Bengal, to the great damage of the productive resources of that 
country; compels one part of the Indian ryots [peasant cultiva-
tors] to engage in the poppy culture; entices another part into 
the same by dint of money advances; [and] keeps the wholesale 
manufacture of the deleterious drug a close monopoly in its 
hands… The chest costing the British Government about 250 
rupees is sold at the Calcutta auction mart at a price ranging 
from 1,210 to 1,600 rupees. But, not yet satisfied with this mat-
ter-of-fact complicity, the same government, to this hour, enters 
into express profit and loss accounts with the merchants and 
shippers, who embark in the hazardous operation of poisoning 
an empire.

The Indian finances of the British Government have, in fact, 
been made to depend not only on the opium trade with China, 
but on the contraband character of that trade… While openly 
preaching free trade in poison, it secretly defends the monopoly 
of its manufacture. Whenever we look closely into the nature of 
British free trade, monopoly is pretty generally found to lie at 
the bottom of its ‘freedom’.

Karl Marx, ‘Free Trade and Monopoly’, 
25 September 1858.3
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Part 1: The Political Economy of Illicit 
Drugs 

From the 1830s onwards, opium grown in India was smuggled into 
Qing China in ever-larger quantities. Produced under the British 
East India Company’s opium monopoly in India and sold at auction 
to private traders, it then moved through smuggling networks along 
the Chinese coast. In the aftermath of the two Opium Wars fought 
between Britain and the Qing empire (1839–1842 and 1856–1860, 
with France joining Britain in the second), the trade was entrenched 
and its reach widened, flooding the Chinese market with opium.4 
This allowed Britain to use the silver it received from opium sales in 
China to finance its tea purchases, reversing the bullion outflow and 
turning the China trade profitable. Widespread addiction – includ-
ing among officials and imperial troops – deepened corruption and 
weakened the Qing state. Opium’s entry into China made fabulous 
fortunes for new wealthy families, many of whom are now legendary 
names in legitimate capitalism such as the Astors, the Forbes, the 
Delanos (from whom US President Franklin Delano Roosevelt is 
descended), the Jardines, the Mathesons, and the Sassoons.5 These 
fortunes also helped establish powerful banks, such as the Hong 
Kong and Shanghai Banking Company (HSBC), founded in 1865. 
Opium profits contributed to the capital accumulated to build the 
infrastructure of the imperial centres, including the railroads in the 
United States, built in the mid to late nineteenth century and heav-
ily reliant on Chinese migrant labour. Capital accumulated in the 
China trade also flowed into US enterprises through investments by 
major Chinese merchants such as Wu Bingjian (Houqua).6
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By the late nineteenth century, the consequences of highly profitable 
and readily available opium were no longer confined to China. The 
drug had made its way into the imperial centres, with addiction rates 
rising in the North Atlantic states. Social reformers in these parts 
of the world intensified campaigns to prohibit the entry of opium, 
but all they were able to do was to drive the entire industry into 
the arms of increasingly powerful criminal organisations. The period 
of US alcohol prohibition between 1920 and 1933 marked a pro-
found shift in the political economy of drugs. The ban on alcohol – 
alongside tightening controls on narcotics – fuelled the exponential 
growth of the illicit economy, equipping criminal organisations with 
unprecedented resources and influence. Local gangs transformed 
into national syndicates, extending their reach into political institu-
tions. When alcohol prohibition was repealed in 1933, heroin and 
other narcotics remained the central source of income for this bur-
geoning criminal infrastructure and an important source of liquidity 
for the legal banking structure. The profits from illegal enterprise, 
vast as they were, became the source of a steady infusion of cash into 
the legal economy.

Colonial plunder of coin, land, and labour, alongside the enclosure of 
the commons in England between 1750 and 1860, formed the basis 
for what Marx called ursprüngliche Akkumulation, or ‘originary’ accu-
mulation, in Capital, volume 1. There was no anxiety about legality. 
The entire process of accumulation was bathed in blood – the con-
quest of vast territories, the capture of entire peoples, and the trade 
in anything that could be bought and sold, including the deadliest 
drugs and human beings. That is how capitalism was born, certainly, 
but that is also how capitalism survives. Originary accumulation is 
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not a one-off prelude that sets in place a perpetual motion machine. 
It can be understood as periodic: originary accumulation resumes 
once more whenever capital, starved of liquidity, seeks out new res-
ervoirs to satisfy its need – much as a vampire seeks fresh blood for 
its sustenance.

The economy of illicit commodities – whether the traffic of drugs 
or people – has a peculiar logic that differentiates it from the econ-
omy of legal commodities. Once a commodity is designated by the 
state as illegal, it exits the entire apparatus of regulation. Those who 
work to produce the commodity, from its primary stage (the camp-
esinos who grow the coca leaf, for instance) to its final stage (the 
drug dealers who sell cocaine in its various forms), are without any 
legal protection and are therefore vulnerable to super exploitation at 
unimaginable levels.7 The primary products are priced so far below 
their street value that they generate enormous amounts of cash for 
those who control the pipeline from purchase at the source to sale 
on the street. The production chain for cocaine is illustrated below:*

1.	 Coca leaf cultivation

a.	 Process: The coca leaf is grown mainly in the Andean 
region (Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru). The leaf is 
harvested several times a year by raspachines (hired 
coca leaf pickers) and sold at the ‘farm gate’ (directly 
from the producer, before transport or processing) to 

*   Unless otherwise indicated, figures are compiled from the UN Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC) reporting over the past twenty years across multiple countries and market levels. 
They are indicative snapshots rather than current prices.
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intermediaries. A share of the coca leaf is used legally 
(for traditional chewing, or mambeo, and for tea). The 
remainder goes into illicit processing toward cocaine.

b.	 Prices: In Colombia, which has been the world’s larg-
est coca cultivator in recent years, the farm-gate price 
of coca leaf has collapsed in many regions. A recent 
report shows that between 2022 and 2023, the price of 
an arroba (a 12.5-kilogramme bushel) fell from $20 to 
$7 in Nariño and from $17 to $9 in Argelia (Cauca).8

c.	 Purpose: Campesinos sell at the bottom of a chain 
they do not control; illegality strips protections and 
creates a buyer’s market at the farm gate.

2.	 Pasta básica (coca paste) processing

a.	 Process: In small, clandestine labs, workers macer-
ate the coca leaf by hand, using petroleum distillates 
to extract the alkaloids from the leaf. This material is 
then dried to produce coca paste.

b.	 Prices: Coca paste prices vary across the region, but 
one indicative figure is that in Colombia a kilogramme 
of coca paste could be sold at the lab gate for between 
$450 and $600 over the past five years.

c.	 Purpose: Intermediaries turn leaf into a concentrate, 
and with concentration comes the first big markup – 
value that does not return to the farmers.
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3.	 Coca paste to cocaine hydrochloride (cocaine powder)

a.	 Process: Some processes use mineral acids to change 
the chemical form of the extracted alkaloids. Workers 
then use alkaline substances to change the solubil-
ity of the alkaloids during processing. Further steps 
may involve oxidising agents or solvents to purify the 
product. These chemicals – often easily available due 
to their use in agriculture and industry – are handled 
and mixed by workers using extremely unsafe meth-
ods, including bare hands and sticks.

b.	 Prices: At the gate of this processing site, the price 
rises to over $1,000 per kilogramme, although today 
it can reach several thousand dollars depending on the 
quality of the cocaine hydrochloride.

c.	 Purpose: Refining standardises the drug for whole-
sale markets, converting it into a high-value commod-
ity that can move like money.

4.	 Wholesale and retail trafficking

a.	 Process: The cocaine powder is then transported from 
the Andean countries to transit hubs – especially in 
Central America, the Caribbean, Brazil, and West 
Africa – by armed groups and criminal organisations. 
The high-purity product is sold in bulk between traf-
ficking organisations.9 Traffickers then carry the drug 
to consumer countries (mainly the US and Western 
Europe) where the product is cut, repackaged, and 
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distributed to small wholesalers (mainly gangs) before 
reaching the streets through retail dealers.

b.	 Prices: Recent data from the United Nations Office 
on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) about prices over the 
past decade in Mexico suggests that the transit price is 
roughly $12,000 per kilogramme. In Panama, the price 
has been recorded at $30,000 per kilogramme. The 
retail price in Kenya varies widely, with one estimate 
putting it at $90 per gramme at around 56% purity 
and a wholesale price of $44,580 per kilogramme at 
between 40% and 50% purity.10

c.	 Purpose: Wholesale and retail sales generate the bulk 
of profits in cash, which is then laundered and rein-
vested, supplying liquidity to the formal economy.

Taken together, the above figures show how value rises by orders of 
magnitude from farm-gate coca leaf in Colombia, priced at between 
$0.56 and $0.72 per kilogramme, to wholesale cocaine in Kenya, for 
example, at $44,580 per kilogramme – a price increase of roughly 
62,000–80,000 times (about 6.2 to 8.0 million per cent).

The nature of illicit commodities like cocaine is such that demand is 
largely price-inelastic (meaning that consumption changes little even 
when prices rise), especially among dependent users, since addiction 
keeps users coming back regardless of price. In some cases, price 
increases push users towards petty theft or other informal income to 
meet those costs. The violence in the passage of the drug from farms 
to the streets, and the violence of overdoses, rarely disrupts either 
production or the market, since unemployment and precarity ensure 
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a reserve army of labour that can be pulled into the trade when 
others are killed, incarcerated, or forced out. In this way, lives can be 
expended without disrupting the process of capital accumulation in 
the formal economy. Deindustrialised towns with high unemploy-
ment rates conveniently provide a pool of recruits and consumers 
for a drug economy that both employs sections of the population, 
addicts many, and then allows for coercive repression by state forces 
in the name of the War on Drugs.11 The economy of illicit commod-
ities, therefore, super-exploits workers, produces enormous volumes 
of cash that are laundered into – and thereby lubricate – the finan-
cial system, and allows marginalised communities to be controlled 
through social demoralisation and police intervention.

The link between narcotics and capitalism is not confined to the 
underworld: the same plants and molecules that travel through illicit 
circuits also supply perfectly legal industries. Opium poppies feed 
the global pharmaceutical market with painkillers and sedatives. 
Coca leaves are processed into decocainised flavourings and medical 
products. Synthetic opioids such as fentanyl are manufactured under 
licence by major drug companies. In each case, states design regu-
latory and trade regimes that protect corporate profits while crim-
inalising parallel informal circuits. The frontier between ‘legal’ and 
‘illegal’ drugs is therefore not chemical but political, drawn in ways 
that favour capital accumulation in the imperial centres and expose 
peasants and poor consumers in the peripheries to criminalisation 
and violence.

The vast volumes of liquid money flowing through the hands of crim-
inal cartels and laundered into banks offer an enormous temptation 
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for governments to use that money for off-the-books covert opera-
tions. In practice, this often takes the form of covert alliances with 
proxy forces – including protection, training, arms, and logistics – 
operating inside narcotics economies and financing themselves by 
taxing cultivation, processing, and transit. In this way, illicit revenue 
can subsidise proxy warfare while insulating the sponsor govern-
ment from public oversight. These are the kinds of circuits used by 
the United States to fund counterrevolutionary forces against left 
or communist movements in the decades after the Second World 
War. Examples include Kuomintang (KMT) remnants in Burma 
and northern Thailand (early 1950s–1960s), mobilised against the 
People’s Republic of China and communist forces along the border 
in northern Myanmar and Thailand; the Hmong Secret Army under 
General Vang Pao in Laos (c. 1960–1973), mobilised against the 
Pathet Lao and North Vietnamese forces; the South Vietnamese 
armed forces (1955–1975), mobilised against the National Libera-
tion Front (Viet Cong) and North Vietnam; the Afghan mujahideen 
(late 1970s–1980s), mobilised against Afghanistan’s Soviet-backed 
PDPA government and, after the Soviet intervention, against 
Soviet forces; the Nicaraguan Contras (1980s), mobilised against 
the Sandinista government; and Colombian paramilitaries, notably 
the United Self-Defence Forces of Colombia (Autodefensas Unidas 
de Colombia, AUC, 1997–2006), mobilised against the FARC-EP* 

*  The Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia – People’s Army (Fuerzas Armadas Revo-
lucionarias de Colombia – Ejército del Pueblo, FARC-EP) emerged in the mid-1960s as a 
Marxist-Leninist guerrilla organisation rooted in peasant self-defence and struggles over land. 
Its programme centred on agrarian reform and a broader project of political and social transfor-
mation in a country marked by extreme land concentration and political exclusion. It became 
one of the principal insurgent forces in Colombia’s internal armed conflict, which also involved 
the state security forces and right-wing paramilitary groups.
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and the wider left.12 A security state that treats the world of illegal 
drugs as a bank for its own covert operations has little incentive to 
dismantle these circuits. There is ample evidence of the cartels them-
selves using their contacts within the security services to take out 
rivals so that they can grow their own operations into new territory. 
The symbiotic relationship between illegal gangs and the para-legal 
covert agencies of the state is well-documented.13

The paradigm of the War on Drugs has allowed the United States, 
the principal architect of this campaign, to depict any of its adver-
saries as narco-traffickers and use its immense military and finan-
cial might against them. The basis of Plan Colombia (launched in 
2000 as a US-Colombian initiative) was to use counternarcotics 
funding to arm the Colombian military, whose main focus of atten-
tion was not the narco-traffickers, who had infiltrated the state and 
security apparatus, nor the right-wing paramilitaries, which worked 
closely with the narco-traffickers, but revolutionary groups such 
as the FARC-EP and the National Liberation Army (Ejército de 
Liberación Nacional, ELN).14 In practice, Plan Colombia’s coun-
ternarcotics architecture also operated as a counterinsurgency and 
territorial-recapture project aimed at reasserting state control in 
coca-growing regions (the FARC-EP itself emerged from camp-
esino self-defence communities and drew much of its social base 
from rural Colombia). More recently, the rhetoric of the War on 
Drugs has been used to escalate pressure on countries across the 
region whose governments refuse to be supine before the United 
States (mainly Venezuela, Colombia, and Mexico). In August 2025, 
Washington began to escalate this framing against Venezuela by 
designating the alleged Cartel de los Soles (Cartel of the Suns) 
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as a ‘transnational terrorist group’ with supposed ties to President 
Nicolás Maduro. Despite offering zero evidence for the connection 
(or even of the existence of this ‘cartel’), the US has engaged in a 
violent campaign against the Bolivarian Revolution that includes, 
most recently, extrajudicial strikes on small boats in the Caribbean 
(killing more than one hundred people by the end of 2025), a naval 
blockade of sanctioned Venezuelan oil tankers, and the 3 January 
2026 bombing of Caracas and kidnapping of President Maduro 
and National Assembly Deputy Cilia Flores, who are being tried 
in a New York court on unfounded charges including and related to 
‘narco-terrorism’.15 (It is worth noting that, within days of the kid-
napping of Maduro and Flores, the Department of Justice dropped 
‘the claim that Venezuela’s “Cartel de los Soles” is an actual group’, 
as one The New York Times article put it).16  

This narrative relies on an information war predicated on exagger-
ation, misdirection, and outright lies. According to the US’s own 
Drug Enforcement Administration, Colombia remains the princi-
pal site of coca cultivation and the main source country for cocaine 
seized in the United States. Moreover, most cocaine bound for the 
North American market departs Colombia via the Pacific and moves 
through Central America and Mexico, with Venezuela account-
ing for only 5% of drugs transported through Colombia.17 Though 
Venezuela is responsible for a negligible amount of the global drug 
trade, it nonetheless remains at this time a main target of the US war 
on drugs. This is not only a blatant disregard of the facts, but also a 
violation of international law and a clear example of how the War 
on Drugs narrative is used to discipline left forces in the region and 
drain wealth from South to North. 
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Photograph (PUPSOC): A child participates in a 2020 tribute in Popayán, Cauca, 
honouring protestors who were injured and killed by police repression during the 
2019 social uprising – many of them left permanently blind.

Intervention by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research
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According to one estimate, in 2015 the unequal exchange of goods 
and services between the Global North and the Global South 
totalled $10.8–$14.1 trillion (enough to end extreme poverty 70 
times over).18 This is a vast number that has not been fully digested 
by those who shape policy. It means that every year, over $10 trillion 
of wealth is drained from the South to the North, mostly legally. 
The illicit capital flight is not as high, although the five top areas of 
illegality are stunning, even with conservative estimates: the illegal 
trade in small arms ($3.5 billion), the drug trade ($32 billion), illegal 
mining ($48 billion), human trafficking ($150 billion), and counter-
feiting ($467 billion) together amount to about $700.5 billion per 
year.19 What is notable about illegal trade is that it produces enor-
mous volumes of cash. In 2011, the UNODC published an impor-
tant report on the illicit financial flows from drug money.20 The key 
findings are worth reflecting upon, since there is no updated global 
data on these issues:

1.	 A large share – up to 70% – of the proceeds from transna-
tional organised crime is estimated (with high uncertainty) 
to be laundered through the financial system.

2.	 The report’s best estimate of the total illicit proceeds that 
are available for laundering is 2.7% of global GDP, or $1.6 
trillion in 2009.

3.	 The illicit drug trade is estimated to be the largest transna-
tional organised crime market, accounting for about 20% of 
all proceeds of international crime.
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4.	 The interception rate is strikingly low: only about 1% (likely 
around 0.2%) of drug proceeds are seized or frozen.

A newer UNODC report from 2023 argues that in several coun-
tries, illicit financial flows (IFFs) related to drug money are compa-
rable to – and in some cases larger than – legal cross-border flows.21 
In Colombia, for example, the report estimates (through modelling) 
that annual inward IFFs related to cocaine trafficking were between 
$1.2 and $8.6 billion from 2015 to 2019. By comparison, accord-
ing to preliminary government reporting, Colombia’s foreign direct 
investment inflows in 2024 were about $14.2 billion.22 In Mexico, 
inward IFFs related to trafficking in heroin, cocaine, and metham-
phetamine totalled between $8 billion and $17 billion per year from 
2015 to 2018, roughly comparable to its average agricultural export 
earnings over the same period ($12.6 billion). These figures should 
be read as indicative, since most countries do not collect reliable 
national statistics on IFFs. 

Money-laundering networks and financial intermediaries use a 
variety of means to move cash and value. Among them are infor-
mal cash-transfer systems (such as hawala and hundi)*, cryptoassets 
and digital services, and the exploitation of migration and remit-
tance channels to move cash outside the regulatory eye of the state. 

*  Hawala and hundi refer to informal value-transfer systems in which brokers (hawaladars) 
move money across borders through networks of counterparties rather than through formal 
bank transfers. A sender gives funds to a broker in one location, and a partner broker pays the 
recipient elsewhere; the brokers later settle accounts through off-setting transactions (trade 
invoices, cash couriers, or other balancing arrangements). These systems are widely used for 
legitimate remittances where formal banking is limited, but they can also be exploited to evade 
capital controls and anti-money-laundering oversight.
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Though the UN has produced a new methodology to measure illicit 
finances, it does not compensate for the shadowy world of the black 
market.23 For that reason, the 2011 UNODC report noted, ‘the final 
monetary estimates are to be treated with caution’.24

Occasionally, there is a scandal over the involvement of a bank in 
laundering drug proceeds. The most prominent such case involved 
HSBC, which grew out of the opium trade to become one of the 
world’s largest banks, with more than $3 trillion in total assets as 
of 2025.25 In 2012, a US Department of Justice investigation found 
that HSBC had laundered about $881 million for Colombian and 
Mexican drug cartels between roughly 1996 and 2006. The bank 
agreed to pay $1.9 billion in penalties under a deferred prosecution 
agreement, but it was not shut down and no HSBC executives were 
criminally prosecuted as part of the settlement.26 Since only a small 
share of these crimes is ever detected, one can assume that the fine 
was modest relative to the profits. 

Smaller banks, meanwhile, have been shuttered when similar inves-
tigations (however rare) have been carried out. In October 2015, 
Banco Continental in Honduras was forced into liquidation after 
the US Office of Foreign Assets Control designated the bank as a 
‘specially designated narcotics trafficker’ (the amount allegedly laun-
dered was never disclosed). Such actions ostensibly amount to show 
trials to display the wrath of regulatory bodies that are otherwise 
lenient when the target is a US or transnational bank. The system 
cannot be touched, and there can be no reform of the entire rot-
ten banking system (including illicit tax shelters that house trillions 
of dollars). The global Financial Action Task Force, established in 
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1989 by the G7, is supposed to provide a framework against money 
laundering.27 But, as a recent study notes, its failure ‘to reduce either 
the predicate crimes that generate large criminal revenues or the 
volume of money laundering is uncontested’.28 Each year, UN esti-
mates suggest that both the sums laundered and the illegal activity 
that generates them continue to rise.29

Whether the narcotic drug is plant-based (cocaine) or synthetic 
(methamphetamine), its production is pushed into rural and periph-
eral areas where people live in poverty or near poverty. The drug is 
then transported by cartels over vast distances to consumer markets, 
where impoverished youth sell it for wages that exceed what they 
could earn in the uberised, precarious economy yet remain mod-
est compared to the value they move. The cartel bosses, meanwhile, 
draw vast amounts of wealth from the trade, but their lives are often 
short and violent. The formal banking system, which receives vol-
umes of cash that are siphoned out of the commodity chain, ends up 
profiting handsomely while remaining largely insulated from conse-
quence. In the long run, the risks – violence, imprisonment, dispos-
session – are concentrated among campesinos and the urban poor, 
while the surplus is absorbed and reinvested through the institutions 
of ‘legitimate’ capitalism.
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Photograph (PUPSOC): Members of the Estrella Roja (Red Star) Ecovillage and the 
Humedal La Orquídea (Orchid Wetland) Environmental Committee participate in a 
reforestation project in the Cauca River basin.

Intervention by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research 
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My country is beautiful because it has the Amazon rainfo-
rest, the Chocó rainforest, the waters, the Andes mountain 
range, and the oceans. There, in those rainforests, planetary 
oxygen is released, and atmospheric CO2 is absorbed. One 
of those plants that absorbs CO2, among millions of species, 
is one of the most persecuted on Earth. Wherever it grows, its 
destruction is sought. It is an Amazonian plant. It is the coca 
plant, the sacred plant of the Incas.

As if at a paradoxical crossroads, the jungle that we are trying to 
save is, at the same time, being destroyed.

To destroy the coca plant, you spray poisons, massive amounts 
of glyphosate that run through the waters, [and] you arrest its 
growers and imprison them. To destroy or possess the coca leaf, 
a million Latin Americans are murdered and two million Afri-
can Americans are imprisoned in North America.

‘Destroy the plant that kills’, you shout from the North; ‘destroy 
it’. But the plant is just one more plant [among] the millions of 
species that perish when you unleash fire on the rainforest.

‘Destroy the Rainforest’, ‘[destroy] the Amazon’ have become 
the slogans followed by states and businessmen. The cry of 
scientists baptising the rainforest as one of the great climate 
pillars does not matter. For the power brokers of the world, the 
rainforest and its inhabitants are to blame for the plague that 
torments them. The power brokers are plagued by the addiction 
to money, to self-perpetuation, to oil, to cocaine, and to the har-
dest drugs so they can anaesthetise themselves even more.
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Nothing is more hypocritical than the discourse about saving 
the rainforest. The rainforest is burning, distinguished delegates, 
while you wage war and play with it. The rainforest, the climate 
pillar of the world, disappears with all its life. The enormous 
sponge that absorbs the planetary CO2 evaporates. The rainfo-
rest – our saviour – is seen in my country as the enemy to defeat, 
as weeds to be eradicated.

The space of coca and of the peasants who cultivate it, because 
they have nothing else to cultivate, is demonised. My country 
does not interest you except to fill its rainforests with poison, 
to take its men to prison, and to cast its women into exclusion.

You are not interested in educating children but rather in killing 
the rainforest and extracting the coal and oil from its entrails. 
The sponge that absorbs the poison is useless; you prefer to 
spread more poison into the atmosphere.

We serve to excuse the emptiness and loneliness of your own 
society that lead you to live in your bubble of drugs. We conceal 
from you your own problems that you refuse to reform. It is 
better to declare war on the rainforest, its plants, its people.

Gustavo Petro, president of Colombia, address to the 
UN General Assembly (General Debate, 77th session), 

20 September 2022.30
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Part 2: How the Campesinos See the 
‘War on Drugs’

Petro’s indictment names what half a century of drug policy has 
tried to obscure: that this ‘war’ has been waged not against narcot-
ics, but against people and nature. The modern architecture of this 
‘war’ dates back to 17 June 1971, when US President Richard Nixon 
told reporters that ‘public enemy number one in the United States is 
drug abuse’.31 ‘In order to fight and defeat this enemy’, he continued, 
‘it is necessary to wage a new, all-out offensive’. The announcement 
prompted the US media to coin the term ‘War on Drugs’. Initially, 
Nixon said that the target of the war would be the ‘pusher’, or the 
drug dealer. There was little care in the language of ‘war’ to tackle 
the drug addiction generated by the US war in Vietnam –  a war 
that helped produce the very crisis that the War on Drugs purposed 
to confront. Rather than focus on addiction and on the industry 
that preys on the addict, the United States very soon used the War 
on Drugs to go after not only the poor within its own borders, but 
also impoverished peasants in Latin America and Asia left with no 
choice but to produce drugs, conditions that the US itself had con-
tributed created. There was to be no real war against addiction or 
the system that produces it – only a war against the peasantry and 
against the revolutionary organisations that worked among them.

The legal instrument that Europe and the US needed in order to 
wage this war was already available: the 1961 UN Single Con-
vention on Narcotic Drugs.32 Presented as an international public 
health framework, it placed plants such as coca, cannabis, and poppy 
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under international control and obliged states to limit their pro-
duction and use to medical and scientific purposes. The convention 
also required the abolition of coca leaf chewing after a ‘transitional’ 
period, in effect criminalising a millenarian indigenous practice in 
the name of global ‘order’. This was not a neutral classification: it was 
a political decision taken in an international system dominated by 
the North that turned certain plants – and the people whose lives 
and cultures are entwined with them – into objects to control.

The Colombian case is paradigmatic for understanding the con-
crete effects of the long-standing War on Drugs, precisely because 
it makes visible the links between crops, rural underdevelopment, 
and armed conflict – a policy framework that today is being reissued 
and recycled once again. As we discussed in notebook no. 1 of our 
Addicted to Imperialism research project, ‘coca leaf production in 
Colombia has some unique characteristics that relate to the con-
nection between crops, lack of rural development, and armed con-
flict’.33 Far from what the media would have us believe, and far from 
being the result of a ‘criminal association’ between large drug cartels 
and peasant communities, Colombia’s coca economy is rooted in 
the country’s historical development and the evolution of its armed 
conflict. That conflict – involving state forces, left guerrilla insurgen-
cies (including the FARC-EP and the ELN), and right-wing para-
militaries – has deep roots in land inequality and political exclusion, 
in which the United States has, unsurprisingly, played a leading role.

Despite its early importance as a major entrepôt for colonial trade 
and as the seat of the Spanish empire’s viceroyalty of New Granada, 
for much of its history Colombia remained a largely rural country 
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with an agrarian economy. From the nineteenth to early twentieth 
century, tobacco, sugarcane, bananas, and coffee exports made the 
country profitable, but so too did the extraction of gold and emer-
alds. Though the balance of trade has shifted, Colombia remains an 
exporter of agricultural commodities (such as coffee, avocado, palm 
oil, alongside coca and cocaine) and energy (chiefly oil and coal). 
This export-extractive order rests on land concentration and coercive 
force, producing recurrent rural conflict. The intense class struggle 
in the countryside has been re-enacted generation after generation, 
from the Masacre de las bananeras (Banana Massacre), when United 
Fruit Company henchmen opened fire on striking workers and 
their supporters in Ciénaga in December 1928 (killing an estimated 
1,000), to the Mapiripán massacre of 1997 in Meta, when AUC 
paramilitaries murdered and ‘disappeared’ approximately 49 civilians 
in a counterinsurgent campaign to seize territory and secure drug 
trafficking routes.34

In recent years, the violence has largely been over the development 
of new forms of capital investment and commodity extraction in 
the countryside. Parastatal armies are mobilised to expropriate large 
tracts of land for livestock production, for large-scale monoculture 
of sorghum, soybeans, wheat, palm, cotton, maize, and rice, and for 
purely extractive mining and agro-industrial projects tied to domes-
tic elites and transnational capital. The very existence of the peasantry 
poses a problem for these operations. Peasants are directly attacked 
through the process of violent dispossession, but also through the 
structural conditions imposed upon them: the deflation of prices 
for small-holder crops (driven by trade liberalisation, buyer power, 
and the absence of price supports) and the attrition of social welfare 
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Photograph (PUPSOC): A campesino anfibio (‘amphibious' campesino – meaning 
working on land, in rivers, and at sea), fishes in Santa Marta, Colombia, on the 
Atlantic Coast.

Intervention by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research 
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systems – both of which deepen poverty.35 Where this dispossession 
succeeds, peasants gather in the peripheries of urban areas, or else 
become fodder for the vast trafficking networks of drugs and other 
illegal commodities controlled by the very groups that drive them 
from the land. These criminal organisations establish new rural and 
urban dynamics of territorial control while at the same time provid-
ing precarious economic opportunities for rural workers.36

What is apparent in Colombia is also happening across Latin 
America: the deepening of the neoliberal model in agriculture has 
hastened the extinction of the small-holder farmer. Peasants face a 
lack of access to and tenure of land as well as social and economic 
exclusion, unemployment, oppression, and marginalisation, which 
is further compounded by weak public policy, inadequate rural 
health and education, and the inability to access decent housing. In 
Colombia, the crisis is further intensified by land grabbing, usurpa-
tion, and legalisation – the ‘regularisation’ of illegally dispossessed 
land – carried out through a paramilitary model with state financing 
and consent in the service of large transnational corporations. Land 
concentration is extreme: large landowners control the overwhelm-
ing share of productive land, with the largest 1% of landholdings 
(farms larger than 100 hectares) accounting for 81% of agricultural 
land.37

Taken together, these dynamics reproduce a long history of dispos-
session that stretches back to the arrival of the Spanish conquista-
dors in the Americas. In Colombia, sections of the state apparatus 
collude with drug traffickers and paramilitary groups to violently 
take the peasants’ land and strip them of the means to reproduce 
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themselves. At the same time, free trade agreements and import 
competition undercut licit crops, pushing farmers towards more 
profitable illicit crops. Although coca is native to the Andes and has 
deep spiritual and cultural significance for indigenous peoples who 
have used it for thousands of years, most farmers are now forced to 
grow coca under the same neoliberal system that then turns around 
and tries to eradicate the crop in the name of the War on Drugs.

Coca production locks households into economic dependence and 
highly informal work throughout the year, since the mature coca 
leaf is harvested every two months. In addition, it achieves rapid 
production at low cost, prompt commercialisation, and an average 
net monthly income estimated at about 56% of the Colombian 
minimum wage (in 2018) per hectare cultivated.38 However, this 
figure masks wide variation and does not reflect how coercion, 
intermediaries, transport bottlenecks, and price volatility can fur-
ther squeeze what growers take home. Our joint research with the 
National Coordination of Coca, Poppy, and Marijuana Growers 
(COCCAM) found that not only is production labour intensive 
and time consuming, but the rate of return for peasants is negligible. 
According to one COCCAM leader:

When we finish the whole process, we are practically ready to 
start again. So, it is constant… The coca is planted, and after 
six months it is ready for the first harvest, and then it is har-
vested every two months, which means that every two months 
there is a product.
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Another COCCAM member, a 26-year-old grower, said:

You may need between six and ten workers per hectare. That 
needs to be emphasised, because coca leaf generates a lot of 
employment. There are farms where the picking never stops 
and there are 60 to 80 workers every day. That means that 
during the course of the year, they will rest for one month.39

Furthermore, coca-growing areas are among the poorest and most 
isolated in Colombia, with markedly lower access to public goods 
and services than the rest of the country. A 2018 UNODC house-
hold survey of 6,350 families in 29 municipalities participating 
in Colombia’s Integral National Programme for Illicit Crop Sub-
stitution (Programa Nacional Integral de Sustitución de Cultivos 
Ilícitos) found that 57% of households were in monetary poverty 
and 47% were multidimensionally poor.40 UNODC calculates its 
multidimensional poverty index across four dimensions – educa-
tion, health, childhood and adolescence, and housing conditions 
– and classifies a household as multidimensionally poor when it is 
deprived in at least one-third of the weighted indicators. The same 
survey points to pervasive child labour (92% of children aged 6–9 
are working), low school attendance (68% of the school-age popu-
lation does not attend), and severe service deficits (only 3% report 
access to a hospital or health centre, while only 63% report access 
to electricity).41 The health effects associated with tasks performed 
in growing illicit crops go beyond those associated with agricultural 
work. Added to this are the damages caused by the products used to 
treat the plantations and by the institutional measures for eradica-
tion (such as the indiscriminate spraying of glyphosate over peasant 
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territories), as well as the impacts of deforestation to expand the 
agricultural frontier. Across these territories, labour informality is 
near universal and overcrowding is widespread. In addition, birth 
rates are high, and adult migration is common – dynamics that crop 
substitution and alternative development programmes rarely take 
into account.42 These are conditions of state abandonment that both 
sustain and are reinforced by the coca economy and the coercive 
structures around it.

These conditions are central to understanding why peasants sell 
their labour in the illicit coca economy – it is one of the few viable 
sources of cash income. As one COCCAM leader put it:

The peasantry has been judged and labelled as if we chose to 
cultivate the coca leaf, when it has been the circumstances, the 
lack of involvement of local and national governments in the 
territory... The absence of this institutionality has led people 
to seek alternatives with illegal economies to feed, maintain, 
and sustain [their] families. This is due to the lack of good 
access roads, produce markets [and collection centres], and 
initiatives to promote production.43

Although illicit activities surrounding the coca leaf began decades 
earlier, Colombia’s emergence as a central node in the global cocaine 
trade took shape in the 1970s, when rising international demand 
drew the country into large-scale processing and export.44 By the 
end of the decade, Colombia was one of the world’s main export-
ers of cocaine and marijuana, generating an influx of capital that 
reshaped the country’s economy and politics – a transformation that 
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continues today. In the 1980s, cocaine trafficking consolidated at the 
expense of other drugs and cultivation expanded into more regions 
of the country, even as it declined in Peru and Bolivia. This trajectory 
accelerated in the 1990s: between 1995 and 2000, the area under 
coca cultivation in Colombia rose from about 50,900 hectares to 
136,200 hectares, representing roughly 0.1 to 0.3 per cent of the 
country’s agricultural land.45

Between 1994 and 2005, the expansion of coca production intensi-
fied internal conflict, led to the expansion of the agricultural fron-
tier, altered population growth patterns, and deepened inequality. It 
also drove cultural changes linked to shifting rural-urban relations, 
internal migration, and changes in crop planting and production. 
Across this period, minors were increasingly drawn into the armed 
conflict between insurgent groups and the Colombian state’s legal 
and illegal armies through recruitment and coercion by armed actors, 
including as combatants and in support roles. Coca expansion also 
reshaped settlement patterns, drawing internal migrants (including 
displaced families) into frontier zones and swelling existing town 
centres into hubs of trade and services.46

During the 1980s and 1990s, large drug cartels emerged in Medellín 
and Cali, building vast empires of wealth and territorial power. 
Although these empires were based in these departmental capi-
tals, the business of production and processing took place in other 
parts of the country, particularly in the south, southwest, and in the 
east and northeast. In practice, the persecution of the cartels by the 
Colombian and US governments turned into a witch hunt to crimi-
nalise peasant farmers and the armed political organisations that are 
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present in these regions of the country, providing an ideal backdrop 
for the development of Plan Colombia. This plan led to an intensi-
fication of political violence in the country, with direct US financing 
for the War on Drugs, which ultimately resulted in increased mil-
itarisation and paved the way for a succession of right-wing presi-
dents who instrumentalised the War on Drugs to deepen their grip 
on society: Álvaro Uribe Vélez (2002–2010), Juan Manuel Santos 
(2010–2018), and Iván Duque Márquez (2018–2022).

Colombia’s coca economy has become entrenched in regions where 
the state’s presence has long been militarised while civilian institu-
tions and public services have remained weak. In these territories, 
conflict over land is sharpened by insecure tenure and overlapping 
claims, and armed actors – legal and illegal – who extract resources 
from peasant households and whose livelihoods depend on coca as a 
cash crop. As one COCCAM regional leader explained:

Currently, there are no guarantees for those involved in cul-
tivating coca leaves. Over the years, [land] concentration has 
become more critical in the regions… In addition, illegal and 
legal armed actors take advantage of the situation of the pea-
santry: more than one has demanded resources, which the 
peasant agrees to hand over to prevent the uprooting of the 
plant… their only means of subsistence.47

Yet these same conditions have fuelled generations of organised 
struggle. The peasantry in Colombia has a long tradition of polit-
ical organisation around peasant rights, land, production, and 
the defence of territory. It is no coincidence that peasants have 
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historically stood at the forefront of struggles against the expansion 
of latifundios (large, privately-owned agricultural estates) and the 
predatory practices of national and foreign capital, from the crea-
tion of guerrilla organisations in the 1960s to more recent forms of 
organising around agricultural labour. These struggles have repeat-
edly moved from the countryside to the streets and highways, despite 
police repression, criminalisation, murder, and state abandonment.  
 
The peasant movement in Colombia has also built tools for organis-
ing in coca-growing territories. Notable here are the peasant marches 
of 1994 during the government of Ernesto Samper Pizano (1994–
1998), led by coca growers in the departments of Caquetá, Putu-
mayo, and Guaviare against the government’s glyphosate spraying 
policies. When the state failed to honour the resulting agreements, 
peasants, raspachines, harvesters, merchants, settled farmers, and 
day labourers launched a new wave of mobilisations in 1996, which 
became a defining feature of the decade’s social struggles.

The San Vicente del Caguán peace talks (1998–2002) – negotia-
tions between the Colombian government and the FARC-EP – 
placed coca-growing territories at the centre of national debate, not 
only as sites of drug trafficking and armed conflict but also as places 
where large civilian populations depended on the coca economy for 
survival. In territories such as Guaviare, Putumayo, Caquetá, Meta, 
Catatumbo, and Cauca, this economy sustained a population of 
around one million growers, raspachines, collectors, cooks, and oth-
ers who survive amid constant dispute between armed actors and 
precarious living conditions. These communities were not new, but 
they were increasingly treated as a distinct political subject – the 
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coca-growing peasantry – shaped in part by internal migration into 
frontier agricultural zones. Because coca cultivation was treated as 
an enemy economy, these communities faced intensifying repression 
as the armed conflict between the FARC-EP and the Colombian 
government escalated, alongside territorial disputes and the co-
opting of political power by drug traffickers. To make matters worse, 
the state has long approached this as a question of public order – 
eradication and militarisation – rather than public policies such as 
guaranteeing land rights, rural investment, and peasants’ livelihoods.

With the signing of the Final Peace Agreement between the Colom-
bian government and the FARC-EP in 2016, the state formally rec-
ognised the need for a definitive and comprehensive solution to the 
problem of illicit drugs – one that treats the peasantry as subjects of 
rights and advances public policy through differential approaches. In 
early 2017, COCCAM was established, bringing together peasant, 
indigenous, and Afro-descendant communities from across Colom-
bia to discuss the situation of growers and harvesters and to demand 
participation in eradication and substitution.48

Mass demonstrations in 2019, including the national strike in 
November, helped consolidate a broad popular bloc that later coa-
lesced into the Pacto Histórico (Historic Pact) electoral coalition, 
bringing together forces such as Colombia Humana (Humane 
Colombia) and Unión Patriótica (Patriotic Union), among others. 
This bloc broke the back of the right-wing consensus and carried 
Gustavo Franscisco Petro Urrego to the presidency in 2022.
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Petro has argued that the US-led War on Drugs has failed and has 
called for shifting policy away from the criminalisation of coca-
growing peasants and towards the entire structure of the illicit econ-
omy. This shift marks the beginning of a rupture. A deeper break 
would require an assault on the entire banking system, which is 
fuelled by the originary accumulation from the illicit economy – a 
confrontation that would reach into the heart of capitalism itself.
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Conclusion

Over the past several years, our work with peasant organisations 
across the world – particularly COCCAM in Colombia – has 
allowed us to examine the drug economy not as a matter of crime 
and security but as a window into the deeper structures of contem-
porary capitalism. Campesinos know that the illicit coca economy 
is not the cause of Colombia’s crisis but one of its symptoms. These 
farmers enter the illicit economy not out of choice but because all 
other avenues of dignified subsistence have been blocked by land 
dispossession, collapsing agricultural prices, the retreat of the state, 
and the expansion of paramilitary and corporate power.

From the standpoint of these communities, the dominant narrative 
of the War on Drugs is revealed as a profound misdiagnosis. The 
problem is not the coca plant but the economic system that crimi-
nalises the rural poor while absorbing and recycling the enormous 
liquidity generated by illicit markets. The financial sector depends on 
these flows. Global banks welcome them. And the wealthier nations 
that promote eradication simultaneously rely on the stability that 
this hidden capital provides. To treat the campesino as the enemy 
is to conceal the real architecture of the drug trade, which stretches 
upward into the circuits of legal finance, global commodities, and 
state power.

If the objective is to end the violence and the economic depend-
ence on coca cultivation, then the starting point must be neither 
militarisation nor eradication but the reconstruction of rural life: 
land reform, guaranteed prices for licit crops, infrastructure, public 
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services, and political rights for those who cultivate the soil. Without 
transforming the social and economic conditions that push families 
into illicit agriculture, the cycle will simply reproduce itself. Without 
confronting the financial institutions that launder the proceeds, the 
global drug economy will continue to function as an unofficial pillar 
of capitalist liquidity.

This is not a text that intervenes into public policy from the stand-
point of security or drug addiction. Our starting point is the well-
being of the millions of workers who are pushed into growing coca, 
processing it into cocaine, and transporting and selling the prod-
uct. None of these workers benefit from the billions of dollars that 
swirl around the drug trade and liquefy the international banking 
system. Treating the drug trade as outside the licit economy is an 
enormous category error, since it obscures the function of the drug 
money inside the capitalist system itself. Eradication, criminalisa-
tion, and militarisation will not end the production of coca or the 
illicit economy.

The peasantry knows this truth intimately. Their experience shows 
that the drug economy persists not because of the coca leaf itself, 
but because capitalism requires the constant replenishment of new 
reservoirs of wealth – licit or illicit – to sustain itself. Any genuine 
solution must therefore begin with the campesinos and with the 
recognition that the frontier between legal and illegal capitalism is 
far thinner, and far more politically useful, than the architects of the 
War on Drugs will admit.
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Photograph (PUPSOC): Campesinos travel to Monterredondo (Miranda, Cauca) 
to welcome former FARC combatants at a Territorial Space for Training and 
Reincorporation (ETCR) following the 2016 peace agreement.

Intervention by Tricontinental: Institute for Social Research
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