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Lalo de Almeida
Initiated by its unconventional former president
Eva Morales, Bolivia has been trying a different
approach to an issue affecting a number of
countries in the region - the dangerous supply
chain that leads from coca leaf plantations, a
feature of the Andes for centuries, to the
ruthless, criminal cartels that buy the leaves
and produce cocaine, an industry blamed for
rampant violence and criminality. Under the
banner of &quot;Coca Yes, Cocaine No&quot;
Morales, himself a former coca farmer, seems
to have shielded the country from the scourge
of organised crime that has caused death and
destruction in neighbouring Colombia and
other countries where coca is grown. The
coca leaf has been cultivated in the Bolivian
highlands for centuries and used by locals as a
mild stimulant that suppresses hunger, thirst
and pain and can reduce the effects of altitude
sickness. Traditionally it is chewed or brewed
into a tea and has provided a livelihood for
generations of campesinos, including Evo
Morales who became president in 2006.
Having been politically active as the General
Secretary of the Cocalero (coca growers)
Union he balked at an agreement with the

United States, concluded in 1987, aimed at
eradicating coca production. For Morales and
other leftist leaders, coca is part the cultural
patrimony that was especially important for
people who, like him, came from indigenous
backgrounds and had grown and chewed coca
for generations. With a constitutional
amendment in 2009 the state promised to
&quot;protect native and ancestral coca as a
cultural patrimony, a renewable natural
resource of Bolivia's biodiversity and as a
factor of social cohesion.&quot; While
previously a law from 1988 had sought to
regulated coca production, allotting 12,000
acres to legal cultivation, Morales'
administration sought to loosen the
restrictions, more than doubling the permitted
area in Chapare, Morales' home region and
one of the most productive in the country. As
in neighbouring Colombia, where two decades
of US-funded eradication programmes costing
billions of dollars have led to a marked
increase in coca cultivation and the
perpetuation of brutal turf wars, efforts to
reduce its prevalence have largely been a
failure. In areas where coca crops were

destroyed alternatives such as citrus and
coffee, only fractionally as profitable as coca,
were promoted causing the price of coca to
rise dramatically, in turn making it all the more
tempting to defy the ban. By 2008, the
relationship with the US government had
sufficiently hardened for Morales to order the
expulsion of US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) officials who had been
overseeing the eradication programmes,
paving the way for further liberalisation. In
2017 the area where coca could be grown
legally was expanded to 22,000 hectares
making Bolivia the third biggest producer
behind Peru and Colombia, Yet while the
Morales government's legislative programme
has led to hardly any increase in coca
cultivation since 2009, in neighbouring
Colombia the level of production has grown
exponentially, to a total of 154,000 hectares.
Equally, Bolivia's coca industry been spared
the rampant violence in Colombia with only 6
homicides per 100,000, one of the lowest in
Latin America, compared to Colombia's 25 per
100,000, one of the highest in the world. Thus,
Bolivia's decision to loosen controls on the
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cultivation of coca without formally removing
all restrictions has become one of the most
successful strategies in controlling the
production of cocaine. The governments
mantra of &quot;Coca Yes, Cocaine No&quot;
has drawn attention to the traditional uses of
coca in indigenous culture and led to Bolivia
being granted a special exemption from the
1961 UN Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs
allowing domestic consumption. Lalo de
Almeida travelled to Bolivia to explore the
situation on the ground.
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Elton Antonio Moran, a coca farmer
(cocalero), chews coca leaves while
working in his coca plantation in rural
Huancane, in the Yungas region.
Former President and former coca
farmer Evo Morales, forced the
American DEA to leave Bolivia and
introduced a policy of legal coca
farming while maintaining strong
enforcement of drug laws to combat
the illegal production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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Murals of former President Evo
Morales along the roadside between
Villa Tunari and Chimore, an electoral
stronghold of former President Evo
Morales and the main source of coca
leaves used in the illegal production
of cocaine. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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Coca farmers (cocaleros) harvest
coca leaves in a mountainside
plantation in rural Huancane, a region
where coca has traditionally been
grown. Former President and former
coca farmer Evo Morales, forced the
American DEA to leave Bolivia and
introduced a policy of legal coca
farming while maintaining strong
enforcement of drug laws to combat
the illegal production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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A Cocalera (coca leaf farmer),
carrying her son on her back, walks
over a felled tree trunk to cross a
gully on a trail that gives access to
her coca plantation in rural Chimore,
in the Chapare region. This is the
main area where coca is used for the
production of cocaine. Former
President and former coca farmer Evo
Morales, forced the American DEA to
leave Bolivia and introduced a policy
of legal coca farming while
maintaining strong enforcement of
drug laws to combat the illegal
production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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Cocaleros (coca leaf farmers) gather
in a gymnasium to participate in a
coca grower's congress. The region
is the main production area for the
coca used for the production of
cocaine. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Cocaleros (coca leaf farmers) gather
in a gymnasium to participate in a
coca grower's congress. The region
is the main production area for the
coca used for the production of
cocaine. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Coca leaves dry in front of the church
in the village of Huancane traditionally
a coca producing area. Former
President and former coca farmer Evo
Morales, forced the American DEA to
leave Bolivia and introduced a policy
of legal coca farming while
maintaining strong enforcement of
drug laws to combat the illegal
production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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A woman sells coca-cola at the door
of her house which is covered by
graffiti in support of the former
president of Evo Morales, in
Chulumani, traditionally a coca
producing area.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
Date:20200112
Ref:LDA00633BOL

The War on Drugs Doesn't Work Lalo de Almeida

www.panos.co.uk

Coca plantations cover a
mountainside in the Yungas region.
Former President and former coca
farmer Evo Morales, forced the
American DEA to leave Bolivia and
introduced a policy of legal coca
farming while maintaining strong
enforcement of drug laws to combat
the illegal production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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Coca farmer (cocalero) Elton Antonio
Moran, followed by his son Andi,
carries a sack of coca leaves
harvested from his coca plantation in
rural Huancane, in the Yungas region.
Former President and former coca
farmer Evo Morales, forced the
American DEA to leave Bolivia and
introduced a policy of legal coca
farming while maintaining strong
enforcement of drug laws to combat
the illegal production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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Coca farmer (cocalero) Elton Antonio
Moran (R), helped by a friend, collects
dried coca leaves grown in rural
Huancane. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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People browse the stalls in a street
market in the city of Chulumani,
which lies in a historic coca leaf
growing region. Former President
and former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Sacks filled with dried coca leaves at
Chimore market, a city located in the
Chapare region, an electoral
stronghold of former President Evo
Morales and the main source of coca
leaves used in the illegal production
of cocaine. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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Cocaleras (coca leaf farmers), fill
sacks with dried coca leaves at
Chimore market, a city located in the
Chapare region, an electoral
stronghold of former President Evo
Morales and the main source of coca
leaves used in the illegal production
of cocaine. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Members of Bolivia's anti-narcotics
police (FELCN, Fuerza Especial de
Lucha Contra el Narcotrafico, Special
Force to Combat Drug Trafficking)
prepare to destroy by burning seized
drugs, mainly cocaine, in a remote
area in the mountains around
Cochabamba. Former President and
former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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Members of Bolivia's anti-narcotics
police (FELCN, Fuerza Especial de
Lucha Contra el Narcotrafico, Special
Force to Combat Drug Trafficking)
burning seized drugs, mainly cocaine,
in a remote area in the mountains
around Cochabamba. Former
President and former coca farmer Evo
Morales, forced the American DEA to
leave Bolivia and introduced a policy
of legal coca farming while
maintaining strong enforcement of
drug laws to combat the illegal
production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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The road that connects La Paz to the
Yungas region, traditionally an area of
coca production. Former President
and former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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A view over the city of La Paz.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
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A porter carries sacks of coca leaves
at the coca market in the Villa Fatima
neighbourhood. Former President
and former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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A coca farmer (cocalero) selects coca
leaves at Villa Fatima's legal coca
market in La Paz. Former President
and former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Coca farmers (cocaleros) and traders
load their cars with sacks of coca
leaves outside Villa Fatima's legal
coca market in La Paz. Former
President and former coca farmer Evo
Morales, forced the American DEA to
leave Bolivia and introduced a policy
of legal coca farming while
maintaining strong enforcement of
drug laws to combat the illegal
production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
© Lalo de Almeida/Folhapress/Panos
Date:20200114
Ref:LDA00681BOL

The War on Drugs Doesn't Work Lalo de Almeida

www.panos.co.uk

A porter carries sacks of coca leaves
at the coca market in the Villa Fatima
neighbourhood. Former President
and former coca farmer Evo Morales,
forced the American DEA to leave
Bolivia and introduced a policy of
legal coca farming while maintaining
strong enforcement of drug laws to
combat the illegal production of
cocaine. As a consequence the area
under coca production has remained
constant and the murder rate in
Bolivia remains one of the lowest in
Latin America. The Bolivian
experience is at odds with the other
two major producers Colombia and
Peru which have had little success in
suppressing coca production which
continues to expand, while murder
rates in both countries remains high.
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Coca farmers (cocaleros) and traders
load their cars with sacks of coca
leaves outside Villa Fatima's legal
coca market in La Paz. Former
President and former coca farmer Evo
Morales, forced the American DEA to
leave Bolivia and introduced a policy
of legal coca farming while
maintaining strong enforcement of
drug laws to combat the illegal
production of cocaine. As a
consequence the area under coca
production has remained constant
and the murder rate in Bolivia remains
one of the lowest in Latin America.
The Bolivian experience is at odds
with the other two major producers
Colombia and Peru which have had
little success in suppressing coca
production which continues to
expand, while murder rates in both
countries remains high.
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