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INTRODUCTION 

On May 16, 2014, the Government of Colombia (GOC) and 
the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
announced an agreement on the solution to the problem of 
illicit drugs, the fourth of six points on the GOC-FARC 
dialogue agenda, and the third to be discussed during peace 
talks. The illicit drug point includes three sub-points: illicit 
crop substitution programs with community participation, 
prevention and public health programs, and the production 
and commercialization of illegal drugs. It was the first time in 
Colombian history that any issue related to drug trafficking 
was included in peace talks, which presents, according to 
some authors, both promise and challenges.
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This text contextualizes the agreement by summarizing the 
dynamics of illegal drug production; the agreement on illegal 
drugs signed by the GOC and FARC; different perspectives on 
the role of illegal drugs in the armed conflict; and conclusions 
and perspectives on the agreement and post-conflict. 

ILLEGAL DRUG PRODUCTION IN COLOMBIA 

Currently in Colombia, three types of illegal crops for illegal 
drug production are grown: coca (used to make cocaine), 
poppy (used to make heroine), and marijuana. The following 
graph shows illegal coca crops from 1999 to 2012.
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Poppy crops have grown since the mid-1980s, but reached 
their height in the early 1990s and 2000s.

iii
 According to the 

UNODC, there were 298 hectares of poppy crops in 2013.
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Finally, marijuana boomed in the 1960s, but certain 
indicators point towards an increase in production.
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“A SOLUTION TO THE PROBLEM OF ILLICIT DRUGS” 

The fourth point on the general agenda of the peace talks 
between the GOC and FARC is the “Solution to Problem of 
Illicit Drugs.” Various policy shifts were agreed regarding the 
three aforementioned sub-topics of the agenda point. The 
agreement was based on certain conclusions, including that a 
lasting solution to the conflict must tackle drug trafficking; 
that the conflict was not caused by the issue of drug 
trafficking, but nonetheless there has been a relationship 
between them; and that poverty, State absence, marginality 
and criminal groups contribute to illegal crop cultivation.
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Regarding illicit crop substitution, the agreement proposes 
local level income generation and development projects, 

with a dominating component of direct community 
participation in the design and implementation of said 
projects. Communities will have to eradicate their coca 
within an established timeline as part of the projects. The 
GOC and FARC will create a working group on demining, 
which will include information on the location of land mines 
as part of the crop substitution process. 

Regarding prevention and public health, the GOC committed 
to creating the Integral National Illegal Drug Consumption 
Intervention Program, to help prevent consumption. Also, 
the National Illegal Drug Consumer Assistance System will be 
created as a rehabilitation system for drug users and addicts. 

On the issue of drug production and commercialization, the 
GOC agreed to fight drug trafficking organizations, especially 
through institutional means. This includes strengthening anti-
corruption measures, programs and institutions; improving 
the fight against money laundering; and creating new legal 
frameworks where necessary. 

Finally, the FARC agreed to cut its ties to the drug trade, 
which the group used to finance their insurgency; and the 
GOC and FARC committed to clarify the connection between 
the drug trade and armed conflict through a commission.
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Countless authors analyze aspects of the relationship 
between the drug trade and armed conflict in Colombia. 
Three topics that dominate the discussion are summarized 
here: the greed-grievance debate; the issue of social orders; 
and why illicit crop growth has occurred in Colombia. 

GREED VERSUS GRIEVANCE 

‘Greed versus grievance’ refers to an academic debate 
regarding the motivations of armed groups throughout the 
world. Those who argue for greed state that armed groups 
are motivated by money, and not any ideological claim. This 
argument has been used in Colombia to describe the FARC. 
The general idea is that the FARC, due to their participation in 
drug trafficking, have only become interested in making 
money.
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 Wilkinson (2001) states of the FARC "it is clear that 

[drugs trafficking] has made them, both in reality and popular 
perception, little more than a branch of organized crime, 
decadent guerrillas rather than genuine revolutionaries, 
irredeemably corrupted by their intimate involvement with 
narcotraffickers and their cynical pursuits of huge profits 
from kidnapping and from their ‘protection’ of coca and 
opium production, processing and shipping facilities."
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Others argue that the empirical and methodological 
foundations for the greed argument are problematic. 
Gutiérrez (2008) notes that the FARC do not pay recruits; 
castigate harshly cases of internal corruption in which 
individuals spend money from the guerrilla group on personal 
pleasures; and do not condone looting from civilians. These 
three tend to occur in greed-motivated armed groups.
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Others call the FARC a “hybrid” with both political and 
economic motivations, stating that despite their participation 
in the drug trade, the group still has political goals.
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THE SOCIAL SIDE OF DRUG TRAFFICKING 

Some authors focus on how local drug trafficking and 
production have affected societies directly and/or indirectly. 
Some studies have focused on the lifestyle and local social 
changes associated with drug production. Ferro et al (1999) 
describe changes in consumption patterns, cultural practices 
and social norms in areas of coca and opium production. For 
example, young indigenous men began to buy the finest 
clothes possible; began to play soccer; stopped working in 
the community; and started drinking and smoking crack.
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Gustavo Duncan looks at how the money from drug 
production and trafficking changes society on a local level, 
and what that means for the continuation of violence. He 
notes (2009) how small towns whose economic dynamics 
depend on drug trafficking are structurally and socially apt to 
accept the control of an armed actor who controls and 
manages the drug trade. Over time, due to the f money from 
drug production, the illegal armed actor gains power as the 
local economy comes to depend on whoever controls the 
trade. Duncan (2009) argues that, “negotiations or a military 
victory for the State mean the end of the armed actor, but 
not the transformation of a social order based on illegal 
armed actors or drug trafficking; the most probable outcome 
is that another armed actor assumes control…” (170).
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The importance of this dependence is highlighted by Ricardo 
Vargas when he mentions that the coca-growing population 
of small towns in southern Córdoba was happy when a new 
armed actor appeared in 2007 in order to regulate the drug 
trade, much to the despise of traditional campesinos in the 
region.

xiv
 Journalistic reports have shown that towns that 

depend completely on the drug trade still exist in Colombia, 
in places like Guaviare and Putumayo, amongst others.
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THE ‘WHY’ OF COCA CROP GROWTH IN COLOMBIA 

There is a plethora of arguments for why coca is grown in 
Colombia. Dion and Russler (2008) argue that a lack of 
infrastructure and State presence means that coca ends up 
being the most profitable crop.

 xvi
 Ortiz (2003) argues the 

economic reforms in the 1990s impeded the ability of 
peasants to profitably grow legal crops, which led them to 
grow coca.

xvii
 Caicedo (2006) argues that peasants will grow 

coca when they believe the profits outweigh the risks, and it 
is a rational thought process. This decision is based on 
external factors such high transportation costs.
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Fajardo (1989) describes the process in which a colono (a 
landless peasant who goes into the jungle, cuts down and 
burns the trees and creates a farm) is forced to migrate to a 
new part of the jungle to create a farm, which leaves him/her 
in debt and with no land title. The farm is then used for 
various years but the land becomes less and less productive, 
meaning lower income for and debt payments by the colono. 
The person who lent the colono money to start the new farm 
then kicks the colono off the land, usually to raise cattle; or 
an illegal armed group steals the land. The colono is then 
forced to repeat the process deeper in the jungle. The high 
prices of coca, though, meant that many colonos could stay 
on their land and pay off their debts.  

Finally, Francisco Thoumi (2007, 2009) states that structural 
factors play a role in drug production, but they are far from 
sufficient to explain the phenomena. He points out that many 
countries have weak states, or little infrastructure, yet they 
do not have drug production. In Colombia, the main 
necessary factor is that there is no institution – be it the 
State, church, or society – strong enough to create norms or 
laws that restrict individual behavior. Thus illegal activities 
become legitimate in many parts of the country. In this 
environment, coca cultivation was an acceptable response to 
the socioeconomic environment in many places, despite 
being illegal and having negative effects on others.

xix
  

CONCLUSIONS 

This text contextualized the GOC and FARC agreement on the 
“solution to problem of illicit drugs” by highlighting some of 
the main discussions on drug production and the armed 
conflict. A common opinion of many authors seems to be 
that the agreement will not completely rid Colombia of coca, 
but nonetheless is a step in the right direction.
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