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INTRODUCTION

The Cocaine Supply Chain







Sebastián A. Cutrona and Jonathan D. Rosen


After discovering a twenty-two-meter narco-submarine carrying roughly three tons of cocaine off the coast of Galicia, Spanish authorities announced in April 2023 the uncovering of “Europe’s largest-ever cocaine-manufacturing laboratory” in Pontevedra, a province in the northwest of the Iberian Peninsula. The National Police seized 150 kilos of cocaine, 1,300 kilos of pasta (paste) base, and 25,000 liters of chemical precursors.1 The clandestine laboratory was prepared to refine 200 kilos of cocaine hydrochloride on a daily basis. Facilities manufacturing cocaine from pasta base had previously been found in Europe, suggesting that Latin America no longer harbors all stages of the production process. Cocaine manufacturing outside the Andean Ridge is also suspected in distant territories such as India. According to India’s Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB), Mumbai has become “India’s cocaine capital,” especially after authorities seized approximately 300 kilos of the illicit drug in December 2018. Anecdotal evidence in this Asian country also suggests that various cocaine processing facilities are likely operational within its territory,2 although the identities of those behind these activities remain largely speculative.


Official statistics confirm that the cocaine market worldwide is expanding rapidly. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), the supply of cocaine has reached historic levels. Not only did coca bush cultivation soar by 35 percent from 2020 to 2021, but also the manufacturing of hydrochloride cocaine became more efficient in the Andean Ridge.3 In 2020, almost two thousand tons of cocaine were manufactured, continuing a dramatic uptick that began in 2014.4 As the COVID-19 restrictions were slowly lifted, cocaine started flowing smoothly to consolidated markets such as North America, Europe, and Australia while also expanding to new regions. In effect, increasing seizures in nontraditional markets such as Africa and Asia reveal that cocaine trafficking is becoming a global phenomenon.5 Researchers suggest that South Africa, for example, could use up to twenty tons of pure cocaine annually, meaning that its per capita consumption rates are not far from the cocaine prevalence registered in large and consolidated markets such as Australia.6 As a result, the worldwide use of cocaine is currently above prepandemic levels. The evidence demonstrates that both the absolute number of users and the prevalence rates have increased steadily since around 2005.7


As the cocaine market expands, the criminal world is also experiencing profound transformations. Unlike the 1980s and 1990s, when just a few drug cartels—notably Colombian and then Mexican—dominated the cocaine supply chain internationally, the underworld has become increasingly fragmented. Drug cartels, small criminal groups, subcontractors, and brokers coexist in a highly interconnected, competitive, and specialized global cocaine market. While the evidence shows that the underworld remains largely territorial, a condition that favors a certain division of labor, the expansion of criminal organizations such as the Primeiro Comando da Capital (PCC; First Command of the Capital) and the ’Ndrangheta suggests that national borders are still vulnerable. In 2008, for example, an Italian parliamentary anti-mafia commission sustained that approximately 80 percent of the transatlantic cocaine trafficking to Europe was controlled by ’Ndrangheta groups.8 Furthermore, research highlights that a similar percentage of the continental routes are also operated by the Calabrian mafia,9 although other scholars sustain that claims about their monopolistic power should be tempered with caution.10


This volume seeks to change the way the cocaine trade is analyzed. Unlike most scholarly works, which disintegrate the stages of the supply chain into country-specific analyses or the study of individual criminal organizations, this work focuses on the global dimensions of the cocaine market. From describing coca cultivation by campesinos in the Andean Ridge to examining street dealers in New York, Abuja, Rotterdam, Mumbai, or Sydney, our contributors depict the processes and mechanisms that interconnect the cocaine supply chain by looking at the various ways criminal organizations have expanded their trafficking activities across countries and regions. In doing so, this volume shows the empirical and theoretical relevance of better understanding how the phases of the cocaine supply chain are intertwined, and identifies the major driving forces that favor international mobility, overseas relocation, and/or cooperation among criminal organizations.


The remainder of this introduction is structured as follows. First, we concisely discuss our approach to the global cocaine market, paying special attention to the theoretical contributions that nurture the concept of “supply chain.” Second, focusing on the various ways market segments are articulated within transnational production structures, we then trace back the major transformations in the cocaine supply chain since the late 1970s. Third, we explore how criminal organizations have contributed and adapted to the expansion of the cocaine market, showing the growing interconnectedness, competitiveness, and specialization within each phase of the supply chain. Finally, this introduction concludes by providing an overview of the chapters.




The Global Supply Chain


World-systems theory has explored extensively the various ways commodities accumulate value as they move from production to consumption stages in fragmented networks.11 Drawing on the notions of core and periphery, scholars such as Immanuel Wallerstein have explained how vertically integrated structures of production and consumption create an international division of labor that favors capital-intensive segments of the economy as opposed to those focused on labor.12 This perspective posits that phases of greater added value are concentrated in the core, or Global North, of the world economy, whereas the rent in places where extractive and agricultural goods are sourced is limited.13 As a result, the value of products within the commodity chain is expected to increase as it moves away from the production phase toward consumption markets. Sidney Mintz, for example, explored sugar production in British dependencies and its use in the United Kingdom during the past 350-odd years.14 This anthropologist emphasizes the economic constraints posed by a transnational production structure, showing how the supply of sugar was associated with slavery and colonialism in the evolution of world capitalism.


More recent contributions elucidate the linkages between production and consumption by focusing on firms or industries rather than on the historical processes of structural transformation.15 Analysis of “global commodity chains”16 and “global value chains,”17 largely developed by economic geographers and economists, has yielded valuable insights into the classic approach of world-systems theory. According to Phillip A. Hough, this group of studies has shed light on commodity-specific chain dynamics in the contemporary era, incorporating into the analysis the role of key factors such as governance structures, barriers to entry, quality standards, transaction costs, leading firms, and upgrades to production capacities.18


Jennifer Bair claims that despite the fact that global commodity chains and global value chains have their own history, theoretical and disciplinary affinities, and empirical concerns, they can nevertheless be regarded as originating from a single intellectual lineage.19 Indeed, the global commodity chains framework was born out of Terence Hopkins and Immanuel Wallerstein’s world-systems theory, and the global value chains grew out of the former. Not surprisingly, an understanding of production and consumption in terms of a chain linking both agents and activities, in which commodities accumulate value as they move along different stages, is a recurring assumption among a voluminous group of scholars studying international trade and production networks.


Yet the commodity chain model has been also subject to criticism. New strands of relevant theorizing have noted that commodity relations are more complex than the classic deterministic, linear, structurally rigid, and weak-on-gender approaches of the past.20 In a theme issue of the journal Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space coordinated by Jennifer Bair and Marion Werner, different contributors have noted “the challenge of rethinking commodities through disarticulations via research into the linking and unmooring of people and places to and from transnational circuits of commodity production.”21 This critical approximation understands that not all territories become equally connected to commodity chains. By contrast, transnational circuits also reproduce the subjects and places included and excluded from the global commodity production. Christian Berndt and Marc Boeckler, for example, studied an agro-commodity, the tomato, across two paradigmatic north-south border contexts—Morocco/European Union and Mexico/United States—to understand how the free trade logic translates into concrete integration realities.22 Drawing on a perspective informed by the performativity approach of economic analysis, the authors maintain that the creation of commodity chains involves framing and the management of related overflows. Moreover, in the tomato trade, this process contributes to reproducing uneven power geographies.


Notwithstanding recent criticisms, commodity chain scholarship has informed works from various fields including geography, political science, sociology, history, and anthropology. In the rest of this introduction, we draw on the logic of commodity chains to illuminate how each phase of the global cocaine market has been organized and interconnected through the years, from coca cultivation in the Andes to sales on the streets of established and emerging markets around the world. In doing so, we also seek to highlight some of the limitations of the commodity chain perspective in understanding the global cocaine market.







From Coca Fields in the Andes to the World


Similar to other illicit drugs, the cocaine supply chain is characterized by economies of scale, as retail prices are extraordinarily high compared to production costs.23 Recent studies show that the total retail value of the cocaine market is between $94 and $143 billion.24 The profits, however, are not equally distributed among all participants. While wholesalers and traffickers accumulate a great deal of the revenues, other actors along the cocaine supply chain do not receive the same economic benefits. It is estimated, for example, that coca leaf accounts for between 0.01 and 2 percent of cocaine’s market value.25 Although campesinos receive a minimum percentage of the profits, the rent in illegal economies is not always concentrated in the north.26 Unlike the tenets of world-systems theory, the structure of the cocaine supply chain allows participants in the so-called peripheries to accumulate large amounts of money.


The cocaine supply chain is often described as encompassing four broad activities: production, international trafficking, retailing, and the domestic distribution network that connects imports to street or retail sales.27 Scholarly works and government reports alike have typically labeled countries as “producers,” “manufacturers,” “trafficking hubs,” “suppliers of precursor chemicals,” or “consumer markets” of cocaine. Nonetheless, the lines that separate each of the phases of the cocaine supply chain have become increasingly blurred over the years. As Juan Gabriel Tokatlian sustains, this type of segmentation often obscures the real complexity of the global cocaine market, its ongoing expansion, and its capacity for adaptation and mutation.28


Yet a relatively high degree of segmentation existed at the time the cocaine market gained momentum. By the mid-1980s, Peru was producing approximately 65 percent of the world’s supply of coca leaf, whereas Bolivia and Colombia produced roughly 25 percent and 10 percent, respectively.29 This labor-intensive activity has been historically led by campesinos, who have been growing coca for approximately seven thousand years.30 They work largely in nonmetropolitan areas such as the Alto Huallaga Valley and the VRAEM region in Peru,31 the Yungas and Chapare Valleys in Bolivia, and the departments of Nariño, Norte de Santander, and Putumayo in Colombia. Since cultivation and harvesting do not require a great amount of care or knowledge, tens of thousands of campesinos have been involved in coca production for economic survival, often in contexts of economic hardship and state absence. In the case of Bolivia, sindicatos (unions) have organized the local coca economy, distributing land, imposing sanctions, and facilitating supplies for the public works in their communities.32


The other agro-industrial activity within the cocaine supply chain is manufacturing. After coca leaves are harvested by campesinos, they are processed into cocaine paste. Until the 1980s, this activity was largely conducted in Peru and Bolivia, especially in regions where coca leaves were produced. Compared to the final processing stage, the manufacturing of cocaine paste requires neither in-depth knowledge nor a sophisticated infrastructure.33 A person with limited work experience, often known as a “cook,” can oversee the process in the same coca fields. Nevertheless, a higher connectivity with other phases of the supply chain is warranted, as this rudimentary activity requires chemical precursors to transform coca leaves into cocaine paste.


Laboratories finalize the manufacturing process. Colombia has historically harbored the vast majority of these establishments, particularly in relatively isolated regions that are distant from the main metropolitan areas. Francisco E. Thoumi notes that cocaine manufacturing requires a complex organization, as it includes human capital with chemistry training, chemical precursors, access to electrical lines or generators, microwave ovens, and a few other materials.34 Unlike the production of coca leaves, this phase of the supply chain is not labor intensive. Only a small number of individuals are required to transform pasta base into cocaine hydrochloride. Nonetheless, the value of the product and the risks associated are higher at this stage, a situation that favors the intervention of criminal actors to provide protection.


Cocaine trafficking from laboratories in the Andean Ridge to consumer markets is accomplished by sea, land, and air. The evidence suggests that multiple means are available in each modality. In maritime trafficking, for example, containerized shipments allow large quantities of cocaine to be transported in single consignments, whereas go-fast boats are typically used for trafficking smaller quantities over short stretches and fishing vessels along longer distances.35 Irrespective of the trafficking modality, this stage in the supply chain involves critical activities such as storing and smuggling product and corrupting government officials. Criminals are hence required to master a wide variety of sophisticated skills, including secreting goods in shipping containers, altering electronic records, operating planes and semisubmersibles, and building tunnels and airfields, among others.36 As criminal organizations anticipate detection, corruption also becomes a central mechanism to guaranteeing that cocaine reaches its final destination. It is therefore not surprising that criminals at this stage accumulate large amounts of wealth compared to other participants in the cocaine supply chain.


Yet trafficking routes have largely changed over the years. Despite other factors such as the availability of subcontractors, logistical infrastructure, and the presence or not of other criminal organizations in the region, most of the main transformations in trafficking routes have been a consequence of interdiction efforts.37 The Medellín and Cali cartels, for instance, initially trafficked cocaine into the United States through the Caribbean. The creation of the South Florida Task Force in 1982, however, pushed cocaine trafficking toward Central America and the Pacific route. Recent research shows that criminal organizations are prioritizing nontraditional ports in the Southern Cone due to the porosity of borders, the lack of controls, and the possibility of exploiting the region’s lack of history in cocaine trafficking.38 Increasing seizures in major seaports such as Rotterdam39 and Antwerp40 illustrate the relevance of the Parana-Paraguay waterway system in connecting Europe with South America.


Once in the destination market, the distribution of cocaine takes a relatively long time and typically involves sales between independent buyers and sellers. Considering that the size of the initial import determines the number of actors involved, it is often expected that each importer will sell cocaine to high-level domestic dealers, each of whom in turn will sell to a larger number of middle-level dealers.41 Jonathan P. Caulkins and colleagues have demonstrated that the distribution of cocaine within countries often involves three or four transactions.42 The actors involved, however, have been described in different ways. While some scholars claim that individuals are often part of structured criminal organizations,43 others depict the retail underworld landscape as largely disorganized, where individuals operate independently from each other.44 Either way, consumption markets are highly competitive, meaning that wealth is distributed among several low-skilled actors who earn a limited percentage of the cocaine profits.


The United States has historically been the world’s most lucrative market for cocaine. Although the illicit drug has been available since the late nineteenth century, its demand skyrocketed during the 1970s.45 Of the four major drug epidemics of the twentieth century, two were associated with cocaine: cocaine powder in the mid-1970s and crack cocaine in the 1980s. In effect, the long-term picture indicates that cocaine prevalence rates increased since the inception of the first epidemiological studies, peaking in the late 1970s and then falling during the 1980s.46 With cocaine use in the United States decreasing or stabilizing in the 1990s, other markets gained momentum toward the end of the century, suggesting that the drug’s consumption is no longer an “American disease,” as David F. Musto claimed in his groundbreaking book The American Disease: Origins of Narcotics Control.47 Various countries in Europe and Oceania in particular have witnessed increasing prevalence rates over the past two to three decades.48 Furthermore, the available evidence indicates that cocaine markets have also expanded across several South American countries, and seizures in Africa and Asia are at record levels.49 Paul Gootenberg contends that this trend reverses the course of cocaine’s previous half-century historical march to the north, as the illicit drug started “shifting south” in 2005.50


Cocaine production also experienced profound transformations. In the 1990s, the cocaine supply chain became more integrated, as Peru and Bolivia increased their refining capabilities while Colombia became the world’s primary coca producer.51 Yet interdiction and eradication policies implemented in Peru and Bolivia, as well as the rise of drug cartels and then left-wing guerrilla organizations, transformed Colombia into the world’s epicenter of cocaine production. The Andean country eventually harbored all stages of the agro-industrial phase of the cocaine supply chain. Furthermore, Colombian criminal organizations controlled large segments of the retail market within US territory after eliminating many of their Cuban counterparts in states like Florida.52 By 2003, Colombia was supplying approximately 90 percent of the cocaine used in the United States despite the adoption of Plan Colombia, a $10 billion counterdrug initiative promoted by the US government in the Andean Ridge.53 This process, however, did not last long. As part of the so-called balloon effect, coca cultivation shifted back to Peru, and that country became the world’s leading coca cultivator in 2013.54 And more recently, the deceleration of Plan Colombia has contributed to transforming the latter country again into the world’s largest producer of coca.







Criminal Organizations


Criminal organizations and other non-law-abiding actors are the glue binding together all segments of the cocaine supply chain. Nevertheless, since the illicit psychoactive substance commonly travels large distances to reach consumer markets, criminal organizations are not expected to carry out all the activities within the global supply chain. Unlike the centralized model prevailing in the 1980s and 1990s in which a limited number of criminal organizations—notably Colombian cartels—controlled almost the entire cocaine supply chain, a division of labor has emerged among actors in the criminal underworld. Today, smaller groups and various criminals cooperate across borders to bring the cocaine manufactured in the Andean Ridge to the streets of major cities such as New York, Abuja, Rotterdam, Mumbai, and Sydney, albeit some theories posit that the actors involved do not have a unique or typical form.55


The organization of the underworld has experienced profound transformations over the past several decades. In the 1980s and early 1990s, Colombian criminal organizations dominated critical segments of the cocaine supply chain. By using violence and threats, drug cartels deterred the development of other export-oriented organizations in Colombia while also limiting competition in Peru and Bolivia. When coca production decreased in the other two Andean countries because of more stringent eradication and interdiction policies, the Medellín and Cali cartels filled the vacuum and started supplying domestically most of the coca leaves to the laboratories they already controlled in Colombia. By the early 1990s, these large organizations not only were responsible for the production of coca leaves, the manufacturing of cocaine hydrochloride, and international trafficking operations, but they also got involved in retail activities inside the United States, after the so-called paisas56 who had migrated to South Florida in the 1970s largely eliminated Cuban mafias in places like Miami.57 At the peak of their power, Colombian cartels trafficked approximately 90 percent of the cocaine used in the United States.58


Colombia’s criminal organizations expanded their trafficking operations during the early 1990s. As the cocaine demand in the United States stagnated, the Medellín and Cali cartels established links with different criminal groups operating in Europe.59 With cocaine production increasing and prices experiencing the opposite trend, transatlantic trafficking became a strategic option to mitigate the cartels’ losses in their traditional market. Not only European criminals—who contribute to expanding cocaine demand across their own territories—gained relevance during the 1990s, but also Mexican drug cartels, a trend favored by the shift of trafficking routes from the Caribbean to Central America and the Pacific. Their rapid expansion, however, eventually came to a halt. The death of Pablo Escobar in 1993 and the imprisonment and extradition to the United States of the Rodríguez Orejuela brothers ended the era of Colombia’s large drug cartels.


Smaller organizations emerged after the demise of the Medellín and Cali cartels. The evidence suggests that approximately three hundred drug-trafficking organizations, known as cartelitos (small cartels), surfaced to fill the vacuum left by Colombia’s large drug syndicates.60 Led by more educated criminals, these organizations followed a low, pro-business profile, often being reluctant to use violence.61 Meanwhile, the cultivation of coca leaves and the manufacture of cocaine became increasingly controlled by the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC; Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), especially after the dissolution of the Soviet Union had shrunk their funding opportunities; and, more importantly, by the right-wing Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC; United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia). Although the AUC demobilized in 2006, smaller criminal actors known as bandas criminales (BACRIM), together with the Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN; National Liberation Army), ex-FARC groups, and other actors, have filled the gap.62


Mexican drug cartels gained salience during the late 1990s. The demise of Colombia’s large cartels and the emergence of new trafficking routes provided criminal organizations such as the Tijuana, Jalisco, and Gulf cartels with unprecedented profits. Unlike the years when the Guadalajara Federation led by Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo dominated Mexico’s underworld, each of these organizations controlled specific trafficking corridors toward the United States, thereby favoring competition and violence. As Laura H. Atuesta and Yocelyn Samantha Pérez-Dávila note, the fragmentation of drug cartels was not only the result of militarized policing but also the strategy adopted by criminals pursuing different interests or deciding to expand their dominion to new territories.63 By the 2010s, for example, there were around twelve drug cartels associated with cocaine trafficking.64 Similar to the strategies developed by Colombian groups during the 1990s and the AUC in the 2000s, Mexican criminal organizations also established contacts with the ’Ndrangheta.65 According to a report elaborated by the UNODC and Europol, the Calabrian mafia started forging links with Mexican groups after the dissolution of the AUC, an event that allegedly culminated in their monopoly in the transatlantic cocaine trade.66


Militarizing the drug war not only resulted in the fragmentation of Mexico’s organized crime landscape but also favored the displacement of trafficking routes toward other Latin American regions. The Southern Cone in particular became a critical transshipment hub for the cocaine trafficked to West Africa and Europe.67 As a result, criminal organizations in countries like Brazil and, to a lesser extent, Argentina became increasingly exposed to the profits of the cocaine trade. The evidence shows that the Brazilian PCC and Comando Vermelho (CV) monopolized the growing retail markets in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, respectively, and across the country while also transforming Brazil into a transshipment hub for the cocaine trafficked to Europe.68 These criminal organizations also engaged in basic governing functions such as providing security and welfare.69 This trend, however, is not limited to the Southern Cone. Other nontraditional routes have also gained increasing relevance, favoring the strengthening of criminal organizations involved in cocaine trafficking in countries such as Ecuador and Venezuela.


Until recently, the relevance of criminal organizations involved in cocaine trafficking was relatively limited outside Latin America. Pierre Tremblay, Maurice Cusson, and Carlo Morselli argue that the incentives for organizational growth for criminals operating where marketing opportunities are most rewarding (i.e., destination points) are relatively limited.70 Yet since around 2010 this situation seems to have changed substantially. Driven by significantly higher prices and allegedly lower risks of interdiction and imprisonment, the cocaine retail market in several European countries is becoming increasingly populated by criminal organizations. Albanian gangs, for instance, are using contacts with Latin American cartels and their relationship with more traditional criminal organizations such as the ’Ndrangheta to smuggle cocaine from northern seaports—notably Rotterdam in the Netherlands and Antwerp in Belgium—to different countries across Europe.71 In effect, their logistical infrastructure, strategic location, and embeddedness with licit trade flows made seaports critical spaces for criminal groups operating across the last stages of the cocaine supply chain.72 As criminals evade authorities73 or corrupt security checkpoints,74 the maritime trafficking modality largely explains the growing connection between Latin America’s supply and Europe’s cocaine market.


Outside Europe, the situation in other consolidated cocaine markets such as Australia is not that different. While the presence of criminal organizations of Italian origin such as the ’Ndrangheta has been widely documented in Australia,75 local groups largely control the retail segment of the cocaine supply chain there. Caitlin E. Hughes, David A. Bright, and Jenny Chalmers demonstrate that trafficking organizations are involved in multiple illicit drugs. Although these criminal groups have employed different approaches to diversifying their products (e.g., collaboration with other syndicates and outsourcing services), in all cases there is a division of labor by drug type, and all these groups feature a clear management structure.76 Meanwhile, less developed markets such as in Africa and Asia, albeit presenting their own peculiarities, show similar features: hierarchical organizations with a single command are largely absent.77 Instead, the evidence reveals that local criminal groups are relatively small and primarily devoted to midlevel and dealer operations, often relying on brokers or contractors who provide logistical services to connect them with international trafficking organizations. Unlike the criminal networks responsible for international trafficking operations, groups involved in street-level distribution often remain in conditions of poverty and marginalization.78


The expansion of the cocaine supply chain beyond traditional markets and the increasing role of criminal groups operating outside Latin America suggest that the underworld has become more fragmented, specialized, and interconnected. The evidence suggests that even powerful criminal organizations rely on affiliated groups or subcontracted brokers, service providers, and independent contractors to perform various logistical activities (e.g., shipping, concealment, transportation, and protection) outside their stronghold territories. In Colombia, for example, relatively large organizations are still responsible for the manufacturing of cocaine, but they subcontract other groups to perform specific activities across other segments of the supply chain. The Clan del Golfo (Gulf Clan) is illustrative of this trend. While this criminal organization controls certain hubs of production and manufacture of cocaine, other activities such as trafficking outside South America, protection of the illicit substance, and street dealing are outsourced to multiple groups. Nonetheless, as Enrique Desmond Arias and Thomas Grisaffi point out, the various participants in the global supply chain are not necessarily aware of the role and activities of others in the chain.79 This means that criminals often build unstable contacts and relationships with other members of the supply chain, suggesting that actors or groups can be easily substituted if imprisoned or killed.


Yet some criminal organizations have either resisted or attempted to reverse the fragmentation of the cocaine supply chain. For example, associates of Mexican drug cartels like Jalisco Nueva Generación (CJNG; Jalisco New Generation) and Sinaloa are regularly present in Colombia to oversee the manufacture of cocaine and its transport to Mexico before being trafficked into the United States, a core activity that they still largely control.80 As noted above, other criminal organizations such as the Brazilian PCC,81 the Italian ’Ndrangheta,82 the Colombian traquetos,83 and Nigerian criminal groups84 have expanded their cocaine trafficking operations beyond their stronghold territories. While scholars such as Manuel Castells claim that technological developments—especially in communication and transportation—have helped criminal organizations migrate easily across national borders,85 the chapters in this book largely demonstrate the contrary. The criminal world around the cocaine supply chain, albeit with certain exceptions, remains predominately territorial. Despite a relatively limited number of organizations such as the Brazilian PCC having recently attempted to seize the opportunity and encompass more than one activity, fragmentation, specialization, and interconnection better describe the ongoing nature of the cocaine supply chain.









Structure of the Book


This edited volume is intended to sharpen our understanding of the actors, processes, and trends in the global cocaine supply chain briefly discussed in this introduction. This work consists of thirteen chapters and a conclusion. Chapter 1 examines the history and structure of cocaine production in the Andes. Susan Brewer-Osorio shows that the rapid expansion of the Andean illicit cocaine industry has been a central factor in shaping regional and country-level relations with the world and especially the United States. Brewer-Osorio emphasizes how cocaine production in the Andes links marginalized rural communities to global markets and how these links affect the population where cocaine is produced. She also demonstrates that criminal organizations and their impacts in the region are diverse. While nonstate armed groups facilitate illicit coca production in Peru and Colombia by protecting and regulating markets in exchange for rents, in Bolivia the absence of an internal armed conflict and the roles of various intermediary actors help to explain the absence of large criminal groups and the relatively low level of drug-related violence.


Law enforcement initiatives have certainly shaped activities across all the stages of the cocaine supply chain. In chapter 2, Carolina Sampó and Valeska Troncoso explore the proliferation of “counterintuitive” routes used by various criminal organizations to export cocaine toward consolidated and new markets. They reveal that these routes, which do not respond exclusively to a lowest cost–greatest profit dynamic, expose criminal organizations to fewer risks than traditional routes and often utilize nontraditional ports of departure. By analyzing the cases of China, South Korea, India, Nepal, and Japan, Sampó and Troncoso show that counterintuitive routes are increasingly playing a key role in the supply of new markets.


Colombia, the world’s leading cocaine producer, is analyzed in chapter 3. Héctor Alarcón Barrera and Juan Albarracín explore how the country went from being a negligible player in the global cocaine supply chain before the 1970s to becoming the epicenter of the Andean cocaine trade and the central concern and target of US antidrug efforts in the 1990s and 2000s. Despite Colombia still producing more cocaine than any other country in the world, Alarcón Barrera and Albarracín show that the fragmentation of the country’s large cartels has favored the Mexican criminal organizations now controlling major drug-trafficking routes, particularly those that connect the cocaine-producing Andes with the United States. They look at key aspects of the criminal governance of the cocaine supply chain in which Colombian organizations are embedded, including the control of illicit markets and the regulation of social life.


Chapter 4 examines the rise of prison gangs in Brazil and their role in transforming the country into the epicenter of cocaine trafficking destined for Europe, Africa, and Asia. Michael Jerome Wolff effectively demonstrates how the PCC and, to a lesser extent, the CV have sought to control all segments of the cocaine supply chain in order to reduce transactional costs and ensure product supply. By investing in coca-leaf cultivation at its source, eliminating middlemen and competitors along the region’s cocaine routes, taking control of major seaports, increasing their presence in other countries’ prison facilities, and establishing new partnerships with criminals abroad, Wolff shows that the PCC has successfully transformed itself into a large transnational criminal organization. While the FARC’s demobilization in Colombia favored the international expansion of the PCC, prison overcrowding in Brazil, media fame, and ineffective security policies provided ripe conditions for the proliferation of criminal organizations at home.


Drawing on political economy analysis, Daniel Pontón shows in chapter 5 that Ecuador continues to be a transit country in the cocaine supply chain. Despite allegations that Ecuador is increasingly supplying cocaine, the manufacture of the psychoactive substance remains marginal. What has changed, however, is the volume of cocaine passing through the country. Pontón defines this as the “territorial specialization” of Ecuador, a trend that has contributed to transforming the country into a center for the collection and shipment of cocaine abroad through maritime and air routes. It has become, indeed, the main port of departure to Europe. According to Pontón, Ecuador’s new role in the cocaine supply chain has been driven by domestic and systemic forces that ultimately favor the development of an economy of criminal services, exacerbating various conflicts among a new generation of criminal gangs such as Los Choneros. Ecuador’s current security crisis is illustrated not only by the presence of unprecedented homicide rates but also by the use of violent tactics such as prison massacres, the hanging of corpses, and systematic attacks of public buildings.


The Caribbean’s long role in the movement of cocaine from South America to North America and, to a lesser extent, Europe, Africa, and Asia is analyzed in chapter 6. Ivelaw Griffith draws on the “Geonarcotics Framework”—an approach based on the interaction of narcotics, geography, power, and politics—to assess the multiple dimensions and changing dynamics of the cocaine business in the Caribbean. According to Griffith, trafficking dramatizes the importance of geography as a geonarcotics factor in the region. Its proximity to South America, the major cocaine supply source, and to North America, the biggest consumer market, makes the Caribbean a major maritime pathway for cocaine trafficking. Ivelaw shows, however, that Europe is increasingly becoming a major destination for the so-called criminal movers and shakers—state and nonstate actors in charge of cocaine trafficking in the Caribbean. While corrupt police, military, customs, and other state officials participate in trafficking operations, cocaine flows are largely controlled by nonstate actors, both individuals and organized groups.


In chapter 7, Michael Ahn Paarlberg analyzes cocaine trafficking in Central America. He argues that the gangs of the Northern Triangle, the most powerful criminal organizations operating in the region, present a unique negative case in the evolution of drug-trafficking organizations. Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and Barrio 18 (18th Street) in particular have played a minor role in the cocaine supply chain. According to Paarlberg, these criminal organizations often support other gangs or cartels already established in the drug trade, although their connections are always brokered with contacts outside of the maras. Even in areas where they control territory outright, they have failed to participate in transport activities or handle money above the street level, at best working as intermediaries or distributors for other cartels. Paarlberg explains that their limited role in lucrative transnational criminal enterprises such as cocaine trafficking is a result of the reactive and nearly accidental nature of their geographical expansion, their decentralized and localized structure, and their youthful membership profiles.


Nathan P. Jones and Gary Hale show in chapter 8 how Mexican cartels have become major players in the cocaine supply chain. Mexican organizations gained prominence in the 1990s after increased US pressure on Caribbean trafficking routes and their renegotiation with Colombian traffickers who were no longer in charge of entering the US wholesale and retail cocaine markets. Jones and Hale also demonstrate that the drug war has fragmented organized crime in Mexico, leading to smaller groups, who also diversified their criminal portfolios. They argue, however, that Mexico still harbors a “bipolar criminal structure” with two dominant cartels: the Jalisco New Generation and Sinaloa cartels—the most transnationalized organized crime groups.


The United States, the world’s biggest cocaine market, is analyzed in chapter 9. Marten Brienen traces back the origins of cocaine’s popularity to the late nineteenth century, when pharmaceutical companies and traders launched the product in various forms. While the psychoactive substance largely disappeared from the US marketplace after World War I, it slowly resurged during the counterculture movement of the 1960s largely as a result of supply increases, price drops, and the establishment of Miami as a hub for cocaine distribution. After analyzing major counterdrug initiatives, especially those developed during the Richard Nixon administration, Brienen demonstrates that cocaine exploded into the public consciousness in 1984, when crack cocaine consumption skyrocketed. According to Brienen, the punitive atmosphere of American politics and US foreign policy efforts aimed at tackling the cocaine supply are a “testament to the self-defeating nature” of that exercise. Indeed, although the focus has been redirected toward the fentanyl crisis, cocaine has not diminished in popularity since the panic of the late 1980s and early 1990s, and the threat the psychoactive substance poses to the American public is still present.


The European cocaine market is analyzed in chapter 10. Due to increasing prevalence rates and the high value of the psychoactive substance, Alberto Aziani shows that cocaine trafficking has become one of the most profitable illegal activities in Europe. The evidence presented by Aziani indicates that not only has Europe become the second-largest market for cocaine in the world, but several countries also export cocaine to other continental destinations as well as the Middle East and Australia. Large European seaports are key hubs of multiple trafficking routes, which constantly adapt due to enforcement pressure. Interestingly, Aziani demonstrates that no single criminal organization exerts monopolistic power across any of the most significant cocaine markets in Europe, a phenomenon largely demonstrated by the continuous decline in cocaine prices over the past decades. By contrast, various actors—including mafia-like organizations—engage in mutually beneficial partnerships across various stages of the cocaine supply chain. While large and structured groups such as the ’Ndrangheta have established extensive distribution networks in Italy and other European countries, often collaborating with Latin American criminal organizations, they tend to be based in Europe and only to a lesser extent operate from departure and transit countries.


The evidence suggests that cocaine is expanding into new markets. In chapter 11, Caroline Agboola addresses Africa’s growing role in the cocaine supply chain. Due to its transit and storage capabilities, Africa has become, particularly since the 2000s and 2010s, a key trafficking route for the cocaine produced in Latin America and destined for Europe. While geographic considerations are critical to understanding Africa’s central role, Agboola sustains that weak law enforcement, corruption, and lax security have certainly aided the growth of cocaine trafficking within the region. West Africa in particular has become a storage, transit, and consumer constituent in the cocaine supply chain, especially countries such as Nigeria, Guinea-Bissau, Ghana, and Mali. This region is a key distribution point within and outside Africa, including the Asia-Pacific region, the Middle East, and Europe. The widely heterogeneous criminal actors that dominate cocaine trafficking activities in Africa, including Nigerian networks and Mali’s armed groups, are loose and transactional structures largely incapable of the complex planning required for cocaine trafficking via maritime routes. Yet Agboola also demonstrates that Nigerian criminal actors are also present in Brazil, although they have not formed large organizations as they often engage in solo work as cocaine traders or in collaboration with other middlemen or criminal groups such as the PCC.


In chapter 12, Molly Charles traces back the cultivation of the coca plant and the manufacture of cocaine in Asia to the operations of Dutch and German manufacturers in Java during the late nineteenth century. Although other countries such as Japan were also actively involved and the cocaine industry prospered between the world wars, the illicit drug has not gained a strong foothold in Asia. However, Charles claims that the region is slowly witnessing new cocaine trafficking routes and emerging markets. The trafficking of large quantities of cocaine is largely routed through the African continent, where Nigerian criminal organizations play a major role. Yet Charles sustains that even if cocaine is more available today than it was a few decades ago, it is very unlikely that it will become the favorite drug of Asia. Cocaine’s limited social embeddedness, its higher price vis-à-vis other illicit substances, and other key economic and geographic factors are critical to understanding its limited relevance in Asia.


Cocaine trafficking in Oceania is analyzed in chapter 13. Jose Sousa-Santos shows that the region has become a principal transshipment hub for drugs, with significant implications for populations and local communities. Asian criminal syndicates, Italian mafia groups, and Mexican and South American criminal organizations have benefited from highly lucrative markets in Australia and New Zealand, where the street value of cocaine is among the highest in the world. Through protectionist activities, local criminal organizations such as the Commission have controlled the cocaine market in Australia. Sousa-Santos also demonstrates that although cocaine trafficking in the Pacific islands is comparatively low, Australian and New Zealand outlaw motorcycle gangs have increasingly expanded their criminal activities in the region.
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CHAPTER 1

The Andean Cocaine Trade

Global Reach and Local Impacts







Susan Brewer-Osorio


The Andean countries of Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru have monopolized the production of illicit cocaine for global consumption since the 1940s. As such, this region of northwestern South America is central to the global cocaine trade and international efforts to combat it, with consequences for regional development, security, and politics. To understand these dynamics, this chapter examines the history and structure of cocaine production in the Andes, emphasizing how cocaine production links marginalized communities to global markets and how these links in turn affect the communities where cocaine is produced. The chapter starts with an overview of the history of coca and cocaine production in the region, followed by a description of the complex Andean cocaine supply chain. Finally, the chapter concludes with a discussion of the twenty-first-century boom in global cocaine consumption and implications for the Andean region.




History and Trends




An Andean Crop


The modern drug cocaine is made from an alkaloid of the ancient coca leaf, a benign herbal stimulant native to the Andean region of South America. Thousands of years before the discovery of the potent drug cocaine hydrochloride (HCl) in 1859, Andean people cultivated and consumed raw coca as a cultural practice and to stave off hunger and fatigue.1 Coca was cultivated throughout the Inca Empire (1438–1533), spanning contemporary Peru and Bolivia and parts of Colombia, Ecuador, Argentina, and Chile.2 Later, Spanish colonial authorities encouraged large-scale coca production on haciendas, particularly in present-day Bolivia, to supply the Indigenous workers of the great silver mines of Potosí, which was linked by trade routes to the Yungas of La Paz, Bolivia’s largest coca-growing region.3


In contemporary Bolivia, coca remains an important cash crop that is legally produced and consumed by hundreds of thousands of Bolivians, usually by chewing the raw leaf or as herbal tea.4 In contrast, Peru and Colombia have very small markets for legal coca, which is consumed in smaller and more marginalized Indigenous communities. Outside of these legal markets, the vast majority of coca produced in present-day Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru supplies the illicit global cocaine trade. Indeed, these three Andean nations have a monopoly on illicit cocaine production.


While similarly positioned in the global cocaine supply chain, Andean countries have distinct historical and cultural relationships with coca and cocaine, with implications for how each country affects and is affected by the cocaine industry. In Bolivia, coca is woven into the cultural fabric of the nation and regarded as sacred by the majority Indigenous population of the western highlands.5 Hence, Bolivia has a long history of coca production but did not engage in global cocaine production and export until the late 1950s.6 Moreover, in Bolivia there is more social resistance to drug control efforts to suppress coca compared to Colombia and Peru.7


In contrast, in contemporary Peru the coca leaf is not strongly linked to national identity and is instead associated with marginalized Indigenous identities. However, Peru was central to early cocaine trade circuits and was the first Andean country to establish the domestic production of legal (and later illegal) cocaine for export.8 Finally, Colombia did not produce significant coca or cocaine prior to the 1970s. However, while a latecomer to the cocaine industry, Colombia emerged as the world’s largest supplier of both illicit raw coca and cocaine by the mid-1990s and held that position for most of the early twenty-first century.9









Global Cocaine


While coca is a native Andean crop, the potent drug cocaine hydrochloride (HCl) was first produced in Germany in 1859. There, the chemist Albert Niemann created powder HCl by chemically isolating the cocaine alkaloid of a Peruvian coca leaf.10 Two decades later, Niemann’s discovery led to a global boom in research on coca and cocaine, which in turn generated a boom in legal Peruvian coca and cocaine production for global markets.11 In the late nineteenth century, leading pharmaceutical firms like Merck and Bayer promoted cocaine as a topical anesthetic.12 At the same time, raw Peruvian coca was exported and used as a stimulant additive for popular tonics like Coca-Cola and the French elixir Vin Mariani, consumed throughout North America and Europe.13


Despite cocaine’s early popularity, the period from 1890 through the 1920s saw a wave of anticocaine sentiment in the United States and Europe, the largest markets for coca and cocaine products, followed by increasingly punitive national legislation to restrict sales and use.14 The anticocaine movement started with medical communities raising concerns about cocaine toxicity in a context of reduced demand for medical cocaine after the discovery of a safer synthetic alternative, Novocain.15 Beyond the medical community, antivice social organizations and nativist groups in the United States associated coca and cocaine use to moral decline and to crime within immigrant and Black communities.16 Finally, at the international level, the League of Nations extended its long-standing campaign against the opium trade to include coca and cocaine during the 1920s, and later the United Nations took on the League’s international anticoca and anticocaine efforts.17


The prohibitionist movement supported progressively more punitive domestic laws prohibiting coca and cocaine production, sale, and use.18 Indeed, by the time legal cocaine was internationally banned under the 1961 UN Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, national laws for prohibiting cocaine and eradicating coca were already widespread. This national legislation drove the cocaine industry underground and across borders, laying the groundwork for the global illicit cocaine trade.19 Moreover, Peru and later Bolivia emerged as the world’s sole suppliers for this emerging illicit trade after German and Dutch efforts to root coca export economies in colonial Taiwan and Java collapsed during World War II.20


While the Andes claimed an early monopoly on cocaine production, cocaine had very a minor position in the global drug trade prior to the late twentieth-century illicit cocaine boom. During the 1960s and 1970s, Chilean and Cuban smugglers dominated the nascent cocaine trade, which mainly consisted of transporting small, suitcase-sized shipments from Andean source countries to markets in North America and Europe.21 However, Cuban and Chilean trafficking networks were stifled by the 1959 Cuban Revolution and later the 1973 Chilean coup.22 These changes generated a space for Colombian smugglers to respond to skyrocketing demand for illegal recreational cocaine, mainly in the United States.


During the 1970s and 1980s, booming demand for pure and tempered (crack) cocaine, particularly in the United States, galvanized a rapid expansion of the Andean illicit cocaine industry, with Colombia as the main producer and smuggler of cocaine made from Peruvian and Bolivian coca leaf. Between 1980 and 1985, cocaine consumption in the United States tripled from about thirty-four to one hundred metric tons a year.23 Colombian smugglers capitalized on several advantages for making and trafficking cocaine, including proximity to coca production in neighboring Peru, the availability of precursor chemicals for making cocaine in Colombia, and established smuggling routes and distribution networks in the United States previously used for trafficking luxury goods and marijuana.24 During the 1980s, Colombian cocaine smugglers consolidated under two hierarchical cartels based in the cities of Medellín and Cali.25 Finally, beyond market advantages, both cartels employed assassins and paramilitaries to violently remove market competitors and dissuade government efforts to suppress the cocaine industry.26


Finally, while the Colombian cartels wielded enormous power, their dominion did not extend to the production of coca and pasta básica de cocaína (PBC; cocaine paste), an intermediary material between raw coca and cocaine base.27 Instead, these activities were, and largely remain, peasant cottage industries in remote areas where economic opportunities are limited and state presence is weak.28 Colombian cartels purchased coca and PBC in Peru and Bolivia until the early 1990s, when Colombian coca production surpassed that of Peru and Bolivia.29 By the late 1990s, Colombia had become the world’s largest source country for illicit coca and cocaine, a standing that it mostly maintained during the first two decades of the twenty-first century.












Cocaine Prohibition in the Andes


The Andean region’s critical role in cocaine production has been a central factor shaping regional and country-level relations with the world and especially the United States. In the 1980s, the US government began framing cocaine production as a national security threat30 and advocating for punitive drug control interventions including bolstering the security forces of the Andean producer countries and supporting the forced eradication of coca crops.31 These punitive policies often come at the expense of human rights and democratic governance.32 Moreover, Andean countries waver in their responses to US pressures, resulting in different national drug control strategies.


In the case of Peru, the government response has been mostly cooperative with US-supported punitive approaches but has also softened over time.33 In the early 1980s, Peru capitulated to US pressure to eradicate coca and later conducted air raids on cocaine labs and airstrips. These measures did little to reduce cocaine production and galvanized significant social resistance.34 Moreover, Peru cooperated with the 1989 Andean Regional Initiative (ARI), a US foreign aid package to combat the Andean cocaine trade. The ARI had some success dismantling the airbridge linking Colombian traffickers to Peruvian coca, resulting in a proliferation of coca farms in neighboring Colombia.35 Since the 1990s, Peru has asserted more national autonomy over its drug control policy in part because it has reduced dependence on international aid.36 This shift resulted in more emphasis on unusually comprehensive alternative development (AD) programs with some notable success.37


In contrast to Peru, Bolivia has become more resistant to the US strategy due to domestic pressure to protect coca leaf as an important cash crop and a symbol of national identity. Bolivian resistance began as a response to nearly two decades of cooperation with US-supported forced eradication of coca in the 1980s and 1990s outside the areas where coca is traditionally cultivated for legal consumption. The forced eradication effectively reduced Bolivia’s coca output from 25 percent of global production in 1990 to about 16 percent in 2005, and is linked to human rights violations and the destruction of livelihoods.38


In the late 1990s, Bolivia’s so-called nontraditional coca farmers and allied social movements formed a new political party called Movimiento al Socialismo (MAS; Movement Toward Socialism). In 2005, MAS leader Evo Morales Ayma (2006–2019) was elected president of Bolivia. After evicting the US ambassador and the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) from the country, the new MAS government implemented a sweeping reform called “Coca Yes, Cocaine No” (CYCN) that decriminalized coca cultivation while prioritizing human rights.39 In 2017, CYCN was deepened under a new coca law that expanded legal production from twelve thousand to twenty-two thousand hectares.40 These reforms significantly reduced illicit coca cultivation,41 even while Bolivian farmers continue to participate in the cocaine trade.42 Moreover, the reforms galvanized new social resistance from the traditional coca farmers who backed the unconstitutional removal of President Morales in 2019.43


Finally, of the three Andean countries, Colombia has been the most consistent US ally in the drug war and a leading recipient of US military aid. In 2000, the US and Colombian governments initiated Plan Colombia, a US foreign aid and military initiative at the center of US-Colombian bilateral counterdrug cooperation. Initially construed as a counternarcotics initiative, Plan Colombia (2000–2015) was expanded after 2001 to include counterinsurgency aid to fight so-called narcoguerrillas, or leftist insurgents with ties to the drug trade.44 During the first five years of Plan Colombia, the United States spent US$5 billion to equip and train the Colombian army and antinarcotics battalions and to support aerial fumigation of coca plants with herbicide.45


Plan Colombia is celebrated for significantly reducing coca production in targeted areas,46 but these gains were more than offset by a “balloon effect” wherein eradication caused cultivation to spread to other areas of Colombia and Peru.47 Moreover, Plan Colombia controversially bolstered the Colombian military despite its poor human rights record and recognized collusion with violent narco-paramilitaries.48 Indeed, Plan Colombia funds were implicated in a human rights scandal in which Colombian military units executed some five thousand civilians and posed them as guerrilla fighters in order to access performance bonuses.49 In 2015, the US government repackaged Plan Colombia as “Peace Colombia,” reflecting reduced military spending and more emphasis on institution building and development.50


The US-led war on drugs has thus far failed to destroy the cocaine industry in the Andes, but it has contributed significantly to its transformation over time.51 For example, US-led efforts to close the Caribbean route to Colombian cocaine traffickers in the 1980s weakened the Medellín cartel but also pushed cocaine routes west, elevating the role of violent Mexican cartels52 and aggravating gang-related security threats in Central America.53 Moreover, while US support was central to Colombian security forces’ takedown of the Medellín and Cali cartels, these victories merely contributed to decentralizing control of the cocaine trade across more than two hundred Colombian crime groups that are more difficult to detect and dismantle.54


In the twenty-first century, Andean cocaine production was again transformed by declining cocaine consumption in the United States combined with an unprecedented boom in cocaine consumption in Europe, South America, Africa, Asia, and the Middle East.55 As occurred in the past, market adaptations to global market change have expanded the harmful impacts associated with the cocaine industry and repressive efforts to combat it to new areas and populations. At the same time, the recent boom triggered new innovations in Andean cocaine production and trafficking that have reduced barriers to participation while rendering punitive policies even less effective.







The Cocaine Supply Chain


The global cocaine trade that emerged in the twentieth century is organized around an international division of labor, with asymmetrical power between the Andean source countries that produce, wholesale, and traffic cocaine, and the consumer countries, historically in the Global North, that retail, deal, and launder money internationally.56 This section describes cocaine production in the Andes from the cultivation of raw coca leaf to processed PBC, and finally to pure cocaine hydrochloride.57 In Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia, these upstream activities employ hundreds of thousands of farmers, processors, merchants, smugglers, and crime bosses. Similar to global relations between producer and consumer countries, relations between actors at the lowest and highest levels of the cocaine production chain are shaped by extreme power imbalances, with profits concentrating at the top.58






Raw Coca


The global cocaine industry starts with the production of raw coca leaf in remote areas of Peru, Bolivia, and Colombia, where coca cultivation constitutes a peasant cottage industry. Most coca farmers plot less than two hectares of coca, and most coca plots are in areas where remoteness, poor infrastructure, and deficient public services are obstacles to making a living from legal agricultural production.59 Indeed, while coca farmers claim only a miniscule share of cocaine profits, income from coca still far exceeds that of other cash crops in most of these areas.60 In this way, Andean integration into the global cocaine trade is rooted in the political and economic marginalization of large numbers of rural Andean inhabitants.


In the twenty-first century, much Andean coca is still cultivated in the traditional zones of the western highlands, or in areas where coca production predates the nineteenth-century discovery of cocaine by at least a few hundred years and is mainly for legal domestic sale and consumption. In addition, some coca is grown legally outside traditional zones for both licit and illicit markets. For example, Bolivian law allows up to twenty-two thousand hectares of legal coca cultivation for farmers in traditional zones,61 and in other designated areas for farmers with union membership.62 Likewise, Peruvian farmers can register to legally cultivate and market coca through the state agency Empresa Nacional de la Coca (ENACO; the National Coca Company).63


However, despite some coca production for legal domestic use, since the mid-twentieth century, the vast majority of coca produced in the Andes is cultivated illicitly to supply the illicit cocaine market.64 Farmers shifted to illegal coca cultivation in the mid- to late twentieth century mainly because markets for legal coca and other agricultural commodities were and remain comparably small and unprofitable.65 The shift to the illicit expanded coca cultivation from the western highlands to the more remote agricultural frontiers of the eastern Andes including the Peruvian Ene Valley, the Bolivian Chapare, and the Colombian Amazon and eastern llanos.66 The expansion of illicit coca in the Andes was supported by five coalescing factors: state abandonment, rising external demand for cocaine, ease of coca production, economic crisis, and internal armed conflict in the cases of Peru and Colombia.


First, the Andean state played a key role in generating favorable conditions for illicit coca cultivation to flourish. In the context of the Cold War and the US-funded Alliance for Progress, Andean governments implemented development projects to encourage the colonization of their eastern agricultural frontiers, including land grants, subsidies, and highway construction.67 In Peru and Bolivia, state-led colonization followed sweeping top-down agrarian reforms that caused land overcrowding in western coastal Peru and the Bolivian highlands.68 In Colombia, state-led colonization of the southern and eastern frontiers is not associated with agrarian reforms but was instead a strategy to deflate demand for land redistribution by making public lands available to landless peasants from the highlands.69 In all three countries, state-led colonization spurred population growth in the remote eastern frontiers. However, most accompanying development projects either failed or were abandoned, leaving the newly arrived colonos (colonizers) in relatively isolated areas and without economic prospects.70


Second, state abandonment of the eastern frontier coincided with the burgeoning of the global cocaine industry in the 1960s and 1970s, which caused a steep rise in coca prices. Moreover, beyond robust prices, a third factor in the expansion of illicit coca was its appeal as an ideal cash crop requiring little skill or capital. Coca is nonperishable, grows easily in diverse soil alongside other crops, and is easily stored, transported, and marketed to eager buyers.71 In addition, coca shrubs begin producing within a relatively short twelve to fifteen months and produce for an impressive fifteen years, yielding three or four harvests annually.72


The Peruvian case illustrates the link between illicit coca and state abandonment in a context of rising cocaine demand. In Peru, coca first expanded in two regions (the Upper Huallaga [UHV] and adjacent Monzón Valleys), both located in San Martín on the eastern slopes of Huánuco Province northeast of Lima, and in the valley of the rivers Apurímac, Ene, and Mantaro (VRAEM) a high jungle region southeast of Lima. The UHV and Monzón have a history of coca production for Peru’s legal coca industry.73 However, in the 1970s a failed state-managed cooperative farming experiment left thousands of newly arrived settlers economically destitute.74 Consequently, when cocaine demand began to rise, the abandoned settlers turned to cultivating illicit coca, expanding the area planted with coca from 10,000 hectares in 1973 to about 120,000 hectares in the UHV alone by the early 1990s.75


Like Peru, Bolivia’s illicit coca market emerged from the combined effects of state-led colonization and the cocaine boom. In Bolivia, coca cultivation concentrates in three regions: in Apolo and Yungas of La Paz in the western highlands, and east in the Chapare of Cochabamba. However, while Yungas and Apolo are traditional cultivation zones, the Chapare is a colonization zone where illicit coca expanded in the twentieth century in response to rising cocaine demand. In 1953, the Bolivian government implemented an agrarian reform that caused a proliferation of minifundios (small holdings) in the western highlands with limited production capacity. With US support, the Bolivian government addressed land overcrowding in the west with planned settlements in the east, including the Chapare.76


At first, peasant settlers in the Chapare introduced only small-scale coca cultivation alongside other crops for local consumption. However, during the 1960s, large landowners in the neighboring departments of Santa Cruz and Beni, facing a collapse of the agricultural export sector, transformed their vast estates into hubs for cocaine trafficking and production, and began purchasing wholesale coca in the Chapare.77 In this way, Chapare colonos were integrated into the global cocaine circuit, and by the late 1970s the region surpassed the Yungas of La Paz in hectares of planted coca.78


Finally, the delayed onset of illicit coca production in 1980s Colombia is also linked to the legacy of failed state-led colonization projects, but the more immediate factor in Colombia was the counterdrug effort.79 Beginning in the 1940s, the Colombian government initiated the colonization of the country’s southern and eastern frontiers in response to the increased radicalization of peasant organizations in more economically integrated areas. Moreover, in the 1950s, interparty warfare between the country’s Liberal and Conservative Parties displaced entire peasant communities to the frontier. Subsequently, the Colombian government worked to incorporate these populations by offering loans for purchasing land, but the absence of an infrastructure for accessing the market left settlers in a vicious debt cycle. Hence, in the 1970s, the Medellín cartel encountered abandoned and economically destitute frontier settlers eager to earn a livelihood by planting coca.80


In contrast to Peru and Bolivia, in Colombia the presence of multiple and competing trafficking groups in different areas resulted in more dispersed coca cultivation.81 Hence, by the 1990s, illicit coca had spread to new areas including southwestern Putumayo, where coca provided relief from declining commodity booms in petroleum and rubber.82 Later in the early twenty-first century, aerial fumigation of coca plants under Plan Colombia further dispersed production to the eastern departments of Arauca, Santander, and Norte de Santander and to the Pacific coastal departments of Cauca, Nariño, and Chocó.83 However, by 2022, production had consolidated so that two-thirds of Colombia’s coca crops were planted in just three frontier departments: Nariño, Norte de Santander, and Putumayo.84


Beyond failed state-led development and eradication, the spread of illicit coca into Colombia was also the result of market adaptations to US and Andean counterdrug campaigns. For example, US-supported counternarcotics campaigns that caused the demise of the Medellín and Cali cartels and the shutdown of the coca trafficking airbridge between Peru and Colombia elevated the risks and costs of cross-border coca smuggling. Hence, the collapse of the two-cartel system gave way to smaller cocaine trafficking operations, which encouraged more coca cultivation within Colombian borders.85 Colombia’s participation in raw material production fully integrated the country into the cocaine supply chain, making it the world’s largest producer of both illicit coca and cocaine by 1998.86 By 2001, coca cultivation in Colombia had increased by 500 percent to 169,800 hectares.87


Finally, the fourth and fifth factors supporting illicit coca production in the Andes were economic crisis in Peru and Bolivia, and internal armed conflict in Peru and Colombia. With respect to economic crisis, during the 1980s, the nascent democratic governments of Peru and Bolivia faced severe economic depression, which was partially offset by unofficial government tolerance of the then-thriving cocaine industry. For example, Bolivia’s economic recession of the early 1980s, linked to plummeting tin prices, triggered renewed migration to the Chapare, where the coca boom provided employment to thousands of jobless miners, thereby supporting Bolivia’s economic recovery.88 By decade’s end, coca production had expanded to an estimated fifty-five thousand hectares in Bolivia.89 Likewise, during the economic crisis in 1980s Peru, the cocaine industry emerged as “a dynamic enclave in an otherwise dysfunctional economy.”90 As the Peruvian economy toppled, PBC production skyrocketed to 65–70 percent of global production, generating employment for up to 279,000 Peruvians by the late 1980s.91 Moreover, in Peru, economic depression drew new regions into coca production. For example, farmers in the VRAEM hardly produced any coca until prices for traditional agricultural commodities collapsed in the 1980s, pushing farmers into the illicit market.92 For three decades, the VRAEM remained an important but secondary coca source region. However, during the early twenty-first century, state-led eradication in the UHV and Monzón Valleys,93 combined with shifting trafficking routes, transformed the VRAEM into Peru’s largest producer of illicit coca, accounting for about 44 percent of national production by the late 2010s.94


Finally, in Peru and Colombia, nonstate armed groups facilitated illicit coca production by protecting and regulating markets in exchange for rents. In the Peruvian case, the Maoist insurgent group Sendero Luminoso (SL; Shining Path) expanded its territorial presence into coca-producing regions during the 1980s. In the VRAEM, coca farmers and cocaine traffickers responded to the extreme brutality of the SL by underwriting government-supported armed civilian defense groups.95 After expelling the SL, the VRAEM civilian defense groups continued to participate in and protect the flourishing local cocaine industry.96 In contrast, in the UHV, the SL forged strong ties with the population by protecting farmers against predatory traffickers, and protecting the traffickers’ shipments and airstrips against counterdrug operations, in exchange for rents and recruits.97 Meanwhile, the state’s violent efforts to eradicate coca only strengthened social support for the SL. However, after 1989 the Peruvian military strategically abandoned counternarcotics operations to forge an alliance with coca farmers and local civilian defense groups against the SL.98 This “hearts and minds” counterinsurgent strategy, in addition to a decline in coca prices, the 1992 capture of SL leader Abimael Guzmán, and an amnesty offer for cooperating SL fighters, resulted in a military defeat of the SL.99


Like Peru, in Colombia nonstate armed groups also supported coca production by providing protection in exchange for rents. In the early 1980s, Colombia’s largest rebel group, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia–Ejército del Pueblo (FARC-EP; Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia–People’s Army) started protecting coca farmers, taxing coca sales, and selling protection services to traffickers for airfields, smuggling routes, and cocaine labs.100 Over time, some FARC-EP fronts integrated into the cocaine trade as coca merchants, and some even participated in cross-border cocaine smuggling. As the FARC-EP expanded into economically integrated regions, Colombian agrarian elites began colluding with drug cartels to underwrite right-wing self-defense or paramilitary groups.101 During the 1990s, the paramilitary groups formed a national organization called the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC; United Self-Defense Forces of Colombia) and expanded into FARC-controlled coca zones by integrating local cocaine traffickers as AUC front commanders, thereby fusing the Colombian paramilitary movement with the cocaine trade.102


In contrast to Peru, the Colombian armed conflict is ongoing, though the country has taken significant steps toward peace. In 2002, peace talks between Colombian president Álvaro Uribe (2002–2010) and the AUC resulted in the demobilization of thirty thousand combatants.103 However, while security conditions significantly improved, some three thousand AUC combatants formed new narcotrafficking groups called bandas criminales (BACRIM; criminal bands).104 In addition, in 2016, the Colombian government and the FARC-EP signed a peace agreement that included an ambitious national plan for substituting coca with legal crops. However, that plan was derailed by incoming president Iván Duque (2018–2022), who opposed the peace accord. As had occurred with the AUC, the FARC’s demobilization did not weaken the cocaine industry. In fact, Colombia’s coca production expanded after 2016, and the areas formally controlled by the FARC were mostly consumed by violent competition among drug-trafficking groups seeking to fill the vacuum of authority left by the FARC’s disarmament.105


Finally, the absence of internal armed conflict in Bolivia helps explain, along with other factors, the relatively low level of drug-related violence there compared to Peru and Colombia. However, Bolivia’s powerful coca farmer unions perform functions similar to those of nonstate armed actors in Peru and Colombia with respect to protecting the illicit coca economy. These powerful unions emerged in the wake of Bolivia’s 1952 revolution and subsequent agrarian reform that, in the case of the coca-growing regions, divided large estates where coca had been produced since colonial times into small farms.106 The emerging communities of small producers formed local agrarian unions, which controlled access to land and to the coca markets.107 For example, by the mid-1980s, the unions in Yungas of La Paz, the largest area of traditional coca production, regulated access to producer licenses required for selling coca on the legal market.108 In contemporary Bolivia, the coca growers’ unions stand officially opposed to the cocaine trade. However, particularly in the Chapare, union leaders regularly facilitate and protect the trade by restricting state access to the region to give cover for illicit market activities.109
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