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Del liderazgo fuerte a la participación activa: resistencia efectiva a las 

economías ilícitas en territorios colectivos de comunidades 

afrocolombianas1 

Ivan D. Lobo2 & Maria Alejandra Vélez3 

 

Resumen 

Este artículo estudia el inicio y la reciente expansión de los cultivos de uso ilícito en los territorios 

colectivos de las comunidades afrocolombianas en la región del Pacífico colombiano. 

Analizamos si la organización comunitaria y el liderazgo pueden explicar las diferencias en la 

presencia y la expansión de los cultivos de coca en estos territorios. Siguiendo una metodología 

mixta, que combina el análisis de imágenes satelitales, entrevistas semiestructuradas y encuestas 

de hogares, nuestro resultado sugiere que la organización comunitaria y el liderazgo (como 

expresiones de capital social) explican las diferencias en la expansión de cultivos de uso ilícito al 

permitir (o impedir) diferentes formas de resistencia. Por lo tanto, invertir en capital social es 

una manera de reorientar las intervenciones de política pública, una meta a la cual el Estado 

colombiano solo puede contribuir parcialmente debido a las limitaciones estructurales.  

 

Palabras clave: economías ilícitas, resistencia comunitaria, liderazgo comunitario, conflicto 

armado, afrocolombianos.  

Códigos JEL: Z18, Q10, Q19, H70  
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From strong leadership to active community engagement:  

effective resistance to illicit economies in Afro-Colombian  

collective territories4 

 

Ivan D. Lobo5 & Maria Alejandra Vélez6 

Abstract 

This paper studies the onset and recent expansion of illicit crops into the collective territories of 

rural Afro-Colombian communities in the Pacific region of Colombia. We analyze whether 

community organization and leadership can explain differences in the presence and expansion 

of coca crops in these territories. Following a mixed-method approach that combines the 

analysis of satellite imagery, semi-structured interviews and household surveys, our results 

suggest that community organization and leadership (as expressions of social capital) do explain 

differences in the expansion of illicit crops by enabling (or hindering) different forms of 

resistance. Investing in social capital is thus one way to reorient policy interventions, a goal to 

which the Colombian state can only partially contribute given its structural limitations. 

 

Keywords: illicit economies, community resistance, community leadership, armed conflict, 

Afro-Colombians. 

JEL Codes: Z18, Q10, Q19, H70. 
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1. Introduction 

The capacity of local communities to organize and cooperate for the management of 

natural resources and the provision of local public goods has been widely documented in the 

behavioral, environmental governance and commons literature (see, for example, Agrawal, 2008; 

Ledyard 1995; Ostrom, 1990, 1998; Ostrom & Ahn, 2009; Zelmer 2003). The literature on civil 

war and conflict has also studied community organization particularly as a form of civil resistance 

(see Kaplan, 2017 for a comprehensive overview. See also Tarrow, 2007). In the particular case 

of Colombia (a country torn by an unusually prolonged internal armed conflict), literature shows 

that community organization and collective resistance affect the capacity of armed groups to 

impose wartime social orders (Arjona, 2016a; 2016b). Civilian autonomy, a form of resistance 

whereby communities successfully refrain from taking sides in or being dragged into armed 

conflict, has also been studied (Kaplan, 2017). This literature shows how civilian resistance arises 

in response to the general threat of armed conflict. Equally relevant is the emergence of 

resistance in the face of more locally specific forms of conflict-related threats. One of such 

threats is the presence and expansion of illicit economies. Specifically, resistance to illicit crops 

has been insufficiently covered by the existing literature on environmental governance and 

community organization in contexts of civil war and conflict. In addition, it has been largely 

ignored in policy debates. This paper contributes to fill this gap. 

 

In 2017, Colombia’s coca crops (Erythroxylum coca) reached an all-time peak of 171.495 ha 

(UNODC, 2018).7 This expansion was concentrated in the Pacific region, a global biodiversity 

hotspot where around 38% of all coca crops in the country are grown (UNODC, 2018). 

Particularly, the rural area of the municipality of Buenaventura, where our research is located, 

offers a puzzling scenario. Certain conditions in this municipality (e.g. low institutional presence 

of the state -including sub provision of public goods-, precarious socio-economic development, 

and proximity to coca) would predict high penetration and expansion of coca crops. Yet, the 

municipality exhibits lower levels of coca vis-à-vis similar municipalities in the region (UNDOC, 

2018). This puzzle turned our attention to exploring the role of community resistance. Our 

                                                 
7 According to the White House Office on National Drug Control Policy, total acreage in 2017 reached 209.000 ha 

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-rec-

ord-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/ Accessed May 2, 2019).    

https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-record-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefings-statements/new-annual-data-released-white-house-drug-policy-office-shows-record-high-cocaine-cultivation-production-colombia/
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hypothesis is that local leadership and community organization help explain differences in the 

penetration and expansion of coca crops in the municipality.  

 

Following a mixed-method approach, we first crossed-referenced data from satellite 

imagery to examine the evolution of coca crops from 2001 to 2016 in Buenaventura’s 

Community Councils, autonomous governance entities for the collective territories granted to 

Afro-Colombian communities as part of the 1991 constitutional reform. From a sample of 13 

Councils, we conducted semi-structured interviews to understand historical dynamics of the 

expansion of illicit crops. We then defined a subsample of three Councils with different levels 

of community organization and presence of coca crops where we conducted 541 household 

surveys and additional interviews. These data gave us inputs on the overall state of illicit crops 

in the territories as well as the specific dynamics in three contrasting cases. Since all three cases 

share the same institutional structure of collective land property and similar socio-economic and 

demographic characteristics but vary in the level of community organization and incidence of 

coca, they provide a useful setting to assess our hypothesis.  

 

Our results suggest that leadership and community organization -as expressions of social 

capital- do explain differences in the expansion of illicit crops into the Afro-Colombian collective 

territories by enabling (or hindering) different forms of resistance. Results also show that there 

is a wide a spectrum of resistance strategies. Resistance seems to be more effective when the 

interests and strategies of leadership and communities are aligned. From this, we argue that the 

effectiveness and sustainability of resistance significantly depend on four interrelated factors: (a) 

the stock of social capital that determines organizational capabilities, (b) the specific normative 

content with which this capital is infused, (c) the legitimacy and influence of leadership on the 

community, and (d) the ability to create synergies among different levels of grass-root-

community organization. 

 

Results also show that community resistance is limited. Social capital increases the non-

monetary benefits of resistance partially compensating for the under-provision of public goods 

(e.g. security) and overall absence of state institutions. However, community resistance is subject 
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to external pressures and internal political fractures. In the absence of a stable provision of public 

goods and viable economic opportunities, resistance can only provide a temporary and perhaps 

fragile deterrent for the expansion of coca crops.  

 

These results suggest that investing in the organizational capacity of communities in the 

collective territories is a promising path for reducing the incentives of those who see illicit crops 

as a livelihood option. In tandem with the development of viable economic alternatives, this 

strategy may improve the living conditions of communities without putting pressure on natural 

resources.  

 

Following this introduction, the rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 

presents a brief context on the Pacific region, the socio-political organization of Afro-Colombian 

communities and the evolution of coca crops. Section 3 describes our methodological approach. 

Section 4 presents our findings in terms of (i) the dynamics and strategies of resistance to illicit 

crops in the sample of 13 Councils, (ii) the analysis of differences in social capital and community 

organization among the subsample of three Councils, and (iii) specific cases of community 

resistance (or lack of it) in this subsample. Section 5 discusses those findings to analyze further 

the mechanisms whereby social capital is translated into resistance and the long-term 

sustainability of resistance. Finally, section six concludes and presents implications for policy.   

 

2. Afro-Colombian community organization in the Pacific region and the 

expansion of illicit economies 

The Colombian Pacific region, a place of unique biogeographic characteristics (Myers et 

al., 2000), extends from the western most chain of the north Andes down to the Pacific Ocean, 

and from Panama to Ecuador. The region comprises four departments: Chocó, Valle del Cauca, 

Cauca and Nariño (see Figure 1). It has been mostly inhabited by Afro-Colombian communities, 

an ethnic minority in the country. The 1991 constitutional reform, specifically Law 70 of 1993, 

brought about one of the most ambitious land tenure reforms in Latin America whereby more 

than 5 million hectares of land were granted to Afro-Colombian communities under a collective 

property regime (Velez, 2011).  
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Figure 1 - The Colombian Pacific region and Afro-Colombian Collective Territories 

Source: Authors 

 

Law 70 created Community Councils, special administrative polities for managing the 

collective territories. Each Council is composed of a General Assembly representing all members 

of the community, an elected Board, a Legal Representative and village-level committees. No 

collective title can be claimed if the community is not formally constituted as a Council. There 

are more than 170 Councils in six departments of the country to this day. As explained by Velez 

(2011), there are two types of Councils. Watershed councils group communities living at the margins 

of a river under a single title. This organizing principle seeks to preserve territorial unity and 

facilitate enforcement of environmental conservation rules. Village councils obey a political-

territorial principle. They are organized around individual villages, mirroring Community Action 
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Boards (Juntas de acción comunal).8 Each village can apply for an independent title. This organizing 

principle aims at fostering broader participation at the local level.    

 

Importantly, Councils are not the only type of community organization in the region. 

Although their functions are often intertwined, two other types of organizations exist. Prior to 

Law 70, many communities were organized around the defense of black ethnic identity. Closely 

associated with the wider Colombian black social movement, some of these organizations seized 

the political opportunity offered by the 1991 constitutional reform and provided the platform 

for the design of Law 70 (Asher, 2009). After the reform, some of the newly formed Councils 

grouped into another form of supra-communal organization with political and representative 

purposes that incorporated Councils but also retained some of the characteristics and goals of 

the social movement. Table 1 synthesizes the characteristics of these three types.  

 

Table 1 - Grassroots-level community organizations in the collective territories 

 Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 

Organizational 
form Pre-Law 70 organizations Community Councils Supra-communal 

Nature Ethnic-Territorial / Political Territorial / Political Political / Representative 

Functions 

Reinforcement of ethnic 
identity. 
 
Preservation of community 
values. 

Formal holder of collective 
title and maximum authority in 
the collective territory. 
 
Management of the collective 
territory and conservation of 
natural resources. 

Political representation of 
member Councils in local and 
external forums. 
 
Reinforcement of ethnic 
identity. 
 
Corporatist advancement of 
the interests of members.  

Legal form 

No legal form. 
 
Pre-contractual, primary 
form of community 
organization. 

Mandatory formal constitution 
as prerequisite for the granting 
of a collective title as 
stipulated in Law 70. 

No mandatory legal form. 

Governance 
structure Central Committee. General Assembly, Council’s 

Board, Legal Representative. Varying governance structures. 

                                                 
8 As described by Kaplan (2017), Community Action Boards, are “the most common form of rural organization in Colombia 

[and] the main forum through which residents coordinate to solve local problems and provide public goods” (p.14). 
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Although Afro-Colombian communities significantly benefited from Law 70 (Peña et al., 

2017), the expectations of economic emancipation and social development that it created are yet 

to be met. To this day, most communities -all of which depend on extractive economies- face 

precarious socio-economic conditions and remain at best partially integrated into the country’s 

political economy (Wade, 1993). Due to its strategic location, ecological conditions and relative 

isolation, the region faces multiple challenges including presence of illegal armed groups, 

violence and increased deforestation. Particularly salient is the spread of illicit economies, 

especially coca crops. 

 

2.1 Coca crops in the Pacific region 

The onset of coca crops in Colombia dates back to the 1970s when migrant peasants 

“became the modern cocalero (coca grower) classes of the Andes in the aftermath of failed or 

retreating state-led, mid-century modernizing colonization projects to develop the Amazon” 

(Gootenberg, 2018 p.1). Successful vertical integration gradually consolidated Colombia as the 

world’s main supplier of cocaine, a place that it holds to this day. The rise of the drug industry 

fueled the Colombian armed conflict and spurred a plethora of complex ramifications. In the 

aftermath of the 2016 peace process whereby FARC guerrilla rebels demobilized, coca 

cultivation reached an all-time peak of 171.495 ha in 2017 (UNODC, 2018).9 

 

According to data from 2016, 39.5% of total coca crops in Colombia (an estimated 

57,768.4 ha) were located in the four departments of the Pacific region: 73.8% in Nariño, 22% 

in Cauca, 3.1% in Chocó and 1.2% in Valle del Cauca (in this last case, mainly in the municipality 

of Buenaventura). Figure 2 below shows the evolution of coca crops in the region. 

  

                                                 
9 There are four plausible explanations for this peak. One is the suspension of aerial spraying in 2015 after decades of use. 

Two, the price plummet of substitute commodities (e.g. illegal gold), which reduced the opportunity cost of coca (Isacson, 

2018). Three, the strategic realignment of illegal armed actors to fill the spaces left by the FARC, including their participa-

tion in the coca business. Four, the economic incentives offered to growers to switch to legal crops, which may have incen-

tivised new coca crops (Zuleta, 2017). Recent research discredits the first explanation. Mejía, Prem and Vargas (2019) show 

that (a) the magnitude of aerial spraying prior to its suspension had no significant effect on the increase of coca crops, and 

(b) the increase also occurred in protected areas (e.g. national parks and indigenous resguardos), where aerial spraying was 

already forbidden. Their research supports the argument that the early announcement of the incentives programme from the 

government induced peasants to increase coca crops in anticipation of the expected economic compensation (Mejía et al. 

2019). 
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Figure 2 - Acreage of coca crops (ha) in the departments of the  

Colombian Pacific region 2001-2016 

Source: Authors based on data from UNODC  

 

 

In 2016, 49.7% of coca crops in the Pacific region (approximately 28,689.2 ha) were 

located in the collective territories of Afro-Colombian communities. Notably, illicit crops in the 

Councils represent, on average, a very small fraction of Councils’ total area in each 

department (1.97% in the Councils of Nariño and less than 1% in other departments). However, 

the presence of illicit crops in the collective territories cannot be underestimated. For one 

Council in Nariño, for example, illicit crops occupied 37.5% of its total territory in 

2016. Moreover, the threat extends to the potential effects of illicit crops in deforestation rates 

(cf. Dávalos, 2018; Dávalos, Bejarano, Hall, Correa, Corthals, & Espejo, 2011, Vélez, Robalino, 

Cardenas, Paz, & Pacaye, 2020). 

 

Inter-departmental differences are puzzling. Chocó and Valle del Cauca are much less 

affected by illicit crops than Nariño and Cauca. This could be related to the dynamics of 

expansion of coca crops in the region. During the 2001-2016 period, the expansion of coca 

followed a ‘model by contagion’, from south to north, whereby the onset of coca crops in an 
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area depended on the existence of crops in neighboring areas. Thus, the increase of coca crops 

in Nariño, for example, matched a reduction in the south of the country (e.g. Putumayo and 

Caquetá) that came after forced aerial eradication. (Velez et al., 2020). It is plausible that low 

incidence of coca crops in the department of Valle del Cauca is just transitory. Should these 

patterns continue unaltered, further expansion may be just a matter of time. 

 

We focus our analysis on the intra-municipal level. Particularly, we conducted our research 

in the Community Councils of the municipality of Buenaventura in Valle del Cauca, where 

roughly one quarter of all Councils in the country are located. The presence of illicit crops in the 

municipality has remained comparatively low despite having conditions (e.g. low institutional 

presence of the state -including sub provision of public goods-, precarious socio-economic 

development, and proximity to territories with coca) that would suggest otherwise. Figure 3 

below shows the evolution of coca crops in the region and the municipality.  

 

Figure 3 - Evolution of coca crops (ha) in the municipality of Buenaventura and the 

Pacific region 2001 and 2016  

Source: Authors based on data from UNODC  
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3. Method 

This research followed a mixed-method approach, particularly the concurrent 

triangulation design as described by Cara (2017).10 Data collection and analysis were carried out 

in four stages. First, we crossed coca crops location data from satellite imagery provided by the 

Integrated Illicit Crops Monitoring System (SIMCI in Spanish) from the United Nations Office 

on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) with the geographical location of all Community Councils in 

the municipality of Buenaventura. From this, we created a new database and a set of maps (see, 

for example, Figure 3) of the evolution of coca crops by Council from 2001 to 2016. 

Second, the database allowed us to refine our hypothesis by identifying (a) the relative 

regional exceptionality of Buenaventura, and (b) intra-Council time variations. Councils were 

divided into three categories. High presence (type 1), defined as Councils with more than 40 ha 

of coca per year on average and historic amount higher than 363 ha. Low presence/high threat 

(type 2), defined as Councils neighboring type 1 Councils that exhibit an abnormal peak in one 

                                                 
10 This approach is a one-phase form of mixed-method design in which both qualitative and quantitative data are granted 

equal epistemic status and analytical weight. As explained by Creswell, Plano Clark, Gutmann and Hanson (2003), 

this variant involves concurrent but separate collection and analysis of quantitative and qualitative data that are brought 

together in the interpretation.  
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specific year (2008), with average acreage of coca between 5 and 20 ha per year. No presence/no 

threat (type 3) defined as Councils with no presence of coca during the period of interest and 

no neighbor Councils with coca. We defined a purposive sample of 13 Councils based on two 

criteria: the presence of crops and the threat of expansion. The sample included five type 1 

Councils, seven type 2 and one type 3. We conducted individual semi-structured interviews with 

leaders from these Councils. Strict ethical procedures were followed so as not to expose leaders 

or researchers to unmanageable risk. Only leaders willing to discuss about this topic were 

included. All had top decision-making roles within their Councils. Interviews were anonymized 

and only registered in written format. Thirteen interviews (each 1.2 hours long on average) were 

carried out, including a group interview (3 leaders from one single Council). Each interviewee 

was presented with a graph of the evolution of coca crops in their Council (as shown in Figure 

4 below) so that they could explain the historical trend of penetration and expansion of crops 

and the reasons for peaks and declines.  

 

Figure 4 - Evolution of coca crops (ha) in thirteen Community Councils 2001-2016 

Source: Authors based on data from UNODC11 

 

                                                 
11 Real names are omitted for security reasons. 
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Third, we identified from the interviews the overall dynamics of coca crops in the 

Councils, including the characteristics of community resistance to crops (or lack of it). Following 

an analytical strategy aimed at maximizing variation within a small-n sample for comparative 

purposes, we selected a purposive subsample of three watershed councils with different levels 

of community organization and presence of crops: Community Council 8 (type 2, henceforth 

CC8), 9 (type 2, henceforth CC9), and 2 (type 1, henceforth CC2). We then carried out fieldwork 

for two and a half weeks in each Council in order to conduct household surveys. We did 541 

surveys in total in almost all villages in each Council. (Some of the farthest villages were excluded 

due to security concerns.) The survey included questions related to: (a) economic and productive 

characteristics of households, (b) their production decisions, and (c) an assessment of variables 

associated with social capital. Each survey lasted 40 minutes on average. They were conducted 

by one of the authors and two trained research assistants. 

  

Finally, 23 additional in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in the three Councils 

to complement the data provided by the surveys. They included leaders, community members 

and other actors directly involved in strategies of community resistance to illicit crops. The 

analysis of interview data was led by predefined categories of interest (Boyatzis, 1998) -i.e. onset 

of coca crops, expansion, contraction, community resistance, role of the state, and relationship 

with other Councils, as main themes for the analysis (Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006). Two 

iterations of primary data were conducted. The codification and analysis of data was assisted by 

the QDA software package NVivo 11.  

 

4. Findings 

 

4.1 Illicit crops in Buenaventura: the dynamics in 13 Community Councils 

This section presents the diachronic analysis of the dynamics of coca crops in our sample 

of 13 Community Councils based on the interviews with community leaders. Here we present 

common features shared by most cases, as explained by interviewees.    
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a. The onset of illicit crops 

Illicit crops in the collective territories of the municipality of Buenaventura first arrived in 

the mid-to-late nineties. The onset coincided with two other phenomena: the arrival of Illegal 

Armed Groups (henceforth IAGs), and economic immigration of outsiders (i.e. Afro-

descendants from other regions and people from other ethnic groups like mestizo peasants). 

The relative preponderance of each group as ‘vectors’ for the onset of crops varies and their 

roles are often intermingled. One specific actor may establish the conditions for others to take 

center stage. Except for few cases of economic migration of locals who upon return to their 

communities brought coca-growing expertise with them, in almost all cases the onset of coca is 

regarded as an exogenous phenomenon instilled by people who do not belong to the community. 

 

b. The expansion and contraction of illicit crops 

Once established in the territories, illicit crops exhibit periods of expansion and 

contraction. The following are common factors influencing these dynamics.   

 

Targeted violence. IAGs may resort to violence as an indirect tactic for the expansion 

of crops. Threats or selective massacres cause displacements. In some cases, the return of 

displaced communities coincides with an unusual influx of outsiders. This combined effect 

creates an oversupply of labor, which further increases the pressure that leads to crop expansion. 

IAGs also provide support for outsiders who bring the expertise and the networks needed for 

expanding coca crops and coerce communities into renting or selling their land for cropping. 

 

Changes in the relative productivity of economic alternatives. Subsistence 

agricultural activities cannot compete with coca crops, which are three to five times as profitable 

as legal alternatives depending on the stage on the value chain in which farmers participate 

(Ibáñez, 2010). However, in all but one case in our sample coca is just an alternative that at best 

complements but never fully crowds out legal crops. Coca crops are thus sensitive to changes in 

the relative productivity of legal crops from which communities mainly derive their income. 

Environmental protection enforcement increases barriers for extractive activities (e.g. timber or 
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mining), which raises the likelihood of coca expansion. Coca crops are equally sensitive to the 

relative price of other illicit economies (e.g. illegal gold mining).  

 

Access to networks and markets. Upon arrival, coca growers bring with them pre-

existing connections to coca markets. All else unchanged, more developed networks seem to be 

more likely to lead to crops expansion. Importantly, outsiders -many of whom are itinerant 

migrants- may also create and solidify networks with local community members by establishing 

family ties. Not only does this partially blur the category of outsider itself but it also makes it 

harder to negotiate or exert social control over coca growers.  

 

Government enforcement. All leaders in our sample partially attribute the contraction 

of crops to government-led forced eradication strategies. In 11 out of 13 Councils in the sample, 

leaders manifest that aerial spraying has a positive short-term effect in reducing illicit crops. 

However, they are also aware of the indiscriminate negative side effects that aerial spraying 

brings. “Once sprayed, glyphosate doesn’t know how to tell coca and other plants apart” -as one 

leader put it. Other forms of government enforcement mentioned by leaders include 

interdiction, forced manual eradication and seizures. 

 

4.2 The dynamics of resistance 

Our evidence revealed that in the face of the potential onset and/or expansion of illicit 

crops, some communities decide to oppose illicit crops by engaging in different forms of 

resistance. As a form of collective action, resistance is not cost-free. As will be shown, the 

interests and strategies of leaders and other community members are not necessarily aligned. 

Since leaders are elected representatives, their authority to resist illicit crops emanates, in 

principle, from the community. However, leaders are often the ones who design and promote 

strategies of resistance to which the community reacts. The effectiveness of leadership resistance 

thus depends on how receptive the community is. Conflicts of interest between leaders and 

community members compromise the possibility to agree on the best course of action.  
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Leadership resistance 

Leaders promote resistance to illicit crops from a wide arrange of strategies. These can be 

grouped into four types that are not mutually exclusive: restrained, dissuasive, negotiated, and 

confrontational. 

 

1. Restrained resistance. In its ‘weakest’ form, resistance is manifested as 

vague allusions from leaders with no clear attempt to mobilize the community. They do 

so for three reasons: (a) illicit crops are not perceived as a threat, (b) there is no history 

of active involvement in the community (which makes collective mobilization more 

costly), and/or (c) leaders are in no position to take any of the risks associated with 

conspicuous opposition or direct action. These factors may even encourage leaders to 

ignore the presence of crops altogether. As one leader put it, “We have to take care of 

our territory but we also have to take care of our own lives”. 

 

2. Dissuasive resistance. In this form, resistance primarily relies on the 

perceived effectiveness of cultural-symbolic and rules-based means to dissuade 

community members. Leaders are often under direct threat or significant pressure from 

outsiders, which explains their preference to address the issue directly with the 

community. Specific tactics include (a) intensive internal discussions with community 

members to raise awareness; (b) indirect pressure by denouncing to and/or seeking 

support from formal authorities, an alternative to which leaders resort when the 

community is slightly reluctant; (c) internal educational campaigns and appeals to moral 

arguments to emphasize the risks and costs of illicit crops for the cultural values of 

communities; (d) marches and mobilizations to express public rejection; and/or (e) social 

sanctions for those involved in illicit activities.   

 

3. Negotiated resistance. Resistance of this type responds to a pragmatic 

approach whereby leaders engage in negotiations with actors -local and external- 

involved in illicit crops. Negotiations respond to the need to address the problem more 

directly while not overexposing people to greater risks or exacerbating tensions. While 
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negotiated agreements do not necessarily lead to the eradication of crops, they often 

allow for a suitable compromise from all parties. For example, in one case negotiations 

led to an agreement whereby growers were allowed to keep their crops for five years in 

exchange for a commitment not to expand those crops into other areas. These pragmatic 

approaches may lead to creating tensions within leadership when there are leaders who 

support tougher, less compromising approaches. 

 

4. Confrontational resistance. This type of resistance, which shares some 

of the characteristics of what Epstein (1991) identifies as nonviolent ‘direct action’, is 

manifested in much more direct, conspicuous and combative ways. Strategies include (a) 

pressure on or direct eviction of outsiders, (b) community-organized territory vigilance, 

and/or (c) community-led crop eradication. In order to be effective, confrontational 

resistance requires the engagement of broader segments of the community and entails 

significantly higher risks.  

 

Community resistance 

Leaders explained how communities react to the strategies that, in the majority of cases, 

they are in charge of advancing. Evidence shows that there are three broad types of strategies 

for community members to approach resistance: apathy or rejection, passive receptivity, and 

active or proactive engagement.  

 

1. Apathy or rejection. Some communities may show apathy towards or 

rejection of leadership resistance. Apathy arises when the community perceives that the 

presence of coca deserves scant attention if any at all or when they perceive resistance 

to be unnecessarily risky. “Avoiding picking sides -as one community member put it- is 

a survival mechanism some of us have learnt all too well”. Overt rejection of resistance, 

on the other hand, arises when community members have vested economic interests in 

coca cultivation. As will be analyzed later, this poses additional challenges for leaders and 

the community in general for it lays bare the tension between the goal of maintaining 

unity of purpose and the need to pursue individual economic interests. Importantly, this 
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first type of strategy combines apathy and rejection, which are not -strictly speaking- the 

same phenomenon. They are grouped, however, because of the similar net effect they 

have on resistance. 

 

2. Passive receptivity. In some cases, communities are passively receptive 

to calls from leaders to resist. While they endorse resistance as a legitimate means to 

protect the community, they are hardly willing to engage directly in specific tactics. 

Collective action is thus very limited and difficult to sustain. While communities 

acknowledge that coca crops are a serious issue, they react passively due to pressure from 

coca growers and concomitant security risks. Passivity is exacerbated when the 

community is not sufficiently cohesive or when the legitimacy of leaders is weak. 

 

3. Active or proactive engagement. Some communities are actively 

receptive to resistance and are even willing to mobilize in significantly high numbers to 

participate in disruptive forms of resistance. It stands to reason that when perceived risks 

are low willingness to participate increases. However, this is not an invariant relationship. 

Cohesion among community members and leaders seem to play a key role. So does the 

extent to which coca growers are perceived as foes (which is not always the case). As 

one leader put it, “we managed to get most of the community behind our initiatives 

because relationships between them and coca growers were particularly damaged”. In 

some cases, communities proactively work alongside leaders to define and implement 

collective tactics. Active engagement requires commitment and coordination of people’s 

different resources (time, effort, money), which increases costs. When effective, it 

directly exposes communities -and not only leaders- to a reaction (or retaliation) from 

those interested in coca proliferation. Only rarely do communities resort to these forms 

of resistance as their first course of action. They are often preceded and/or 

complemented by less direct forms of resistance and (often unsuccessful) attempts to 

persuade growers.  
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As this evidence shows, there is an ample array of strategies from which leaders and 

communities choose their own strategic set. For instance, leaders may find it to their advantage 

to prioritize negotiated strategies instead of dissuasive ones. Similarly, communities may be willing 

to emphasize passive receptivity strategies and less inclined to commit to active or proactive engagement. 

For comparative clarity, it is possible to plot each Council in our sample into a graph to illustrate 

how leadership and community resistance play out in defining the overall approach to resistance 

in each case. The graph in Figure 5 illustrates this comparison. This graph does not suggest any 

formal correlation. It only provides a more precise synthesis to organize and illustrate the data 

presented in this section. 

 

Figure 5 - Mapping of Community-Leadership resistance strategies 

 

 

On the x and y-axes are the types of resistance strategies adopted by the community and 

leadership respectively. The x-y position of each Council on the graph reflects the predominant 

types of strategies adopted by communities and leadership according to the relative importance 
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each strategy has in their overall set.12 As additional information, the relative size of each circle 

reflects the average acreage of coca in each Council (2001-2016) as percentage of total Council 

area. 

 

Since leaders are elected representatives it is thus reasonable to expect that the overall 

approach to resistance from the community and leaders should not differ significantly, 

something reflected in the fact that the types of strategies that emerge from our data in each case 

(community and leadership) have a relatively close mutual correspondence. Should this 

assumption hold, Councils in the graph would tend to be clustered along the dashed diagonal. 

While this is roughly the case, some Councils seem to deviate from this expected pattern. Such 

is the case of Councils like CC1 or CC3 where a seemingly eager leadership faces a mainly 

apathetic community. There are no cases where the reverse is true, i.e. an active community that 

faces apathetic leaders. This is hardly surprising for it is the agent, not the principal, who is 

subject to moral hazard. (Also because of the potential bias derived from the fact that our data 

comes from leaders.) In fact, as the data presented in this section shows, when it comes to 

designing and opting for a specific strategy leaders are not merely implementers; they tend to 

take the initiative to persuade communities who mostly react to what leaders bring to the table. 

Only very proactive communities (e.g. CC9, CC10) seem to conform fully to their role as 

principals.    

 

Evidence presented in this section, based on the sample of 13 Councils, suggests that the 

degree of alignment between the interests (i.e. strategic preferences) of leadership and the 

community determines the scope of strategies for resistance that are de facto available for each 

Council to advance. Based on our household survey data, the next section examines more closely 

differences in the organizational capacity of a subsample of these Councils.  

 

                                                 
12 To determine the position, each type of strategy was first assigned a number, as shown on each axis. (This number is not 

meant to indicate any incremental progression.) Then, each strategy in the total ‘strategy set’ of a Council was assigned a 

factor x (0 ≤ x ≤ 1) reflecting the relative importance of that strategy in the set, according to the information provided in the 

interview. (For instance, if the set in a Council is composed of two equally important strategies then each strategy is assigned 

a factor of 0.5.) The final x-y value is the (weighted) sum of the product of each factor by the number of the type to which 

each strategy belongs. 
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4.3 Community organization and social capital: evidence from three Councils 

From our sample, we chose a purposive subsample of three Councils: CC8, CC9 and CC2. 

These Councils exhibit differences in the incidence of coca crops during the period of interest, 

as shown in Figure 4, as well as their dominant strategies of resistance, as evidenced in their 

position on the graph in Figure 5. Although differences in the incidence of coca between CC8 

and CC9 are not too pronounced, CC9 has the lowest level. In order to assess the impact of 

leadership and community organization in the incidence of coca in these Councils (our outcome 

of interest), it is necessary to compare first their economic and demographic characteristics in 

order to control for the impact that these differences may have. 

 

Based on our household surveys, Tables 2 to 5 below synthesize key socio-economic 

characteristics of the Councils in the subsample. As shown in Table 2, all are watershed Councils 

that vary in size but have similar number of villages and population. Their collective titles were 

obtained at about the same time. They all belong to the same supra-communal organization and 

all had pre-Law 70 organizations. They have similar access to public services (Table 3). Their 

economic activities are similar, mainly distributed among fishing (lower part of the river), 

subsistence agriculture (middle part), and small-scale gold mining and timber extraction (upper 

part). Agriculture is the main economic activity in all Councils (Table 4). Importantly, there are 

no major differences in household economic characteristics (Table 3). For this variable in 

particular, we conducted statistical tests for equality of means. Tests show that there are no 

statistically significant differences in household economic characteristics between the Councils. 

One key difference among these Councils is the distance to the city of Buenaventura. CC2 is 

closest to the city. This Council thus has the highest share of households who report 

employment or commerce as an economic activity. It is also the Council with the highest share 

of households with access to credit or subsidies. Proximity to the urban center and the 

concomitant connection to markets and presence of state institutions would suggest less 

presence of illicit crops. However, the opposite is the case.  
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Table 2 - Key characteristics of each Council in the subsample  

 

  CC8  CC9  CC2  

Established / 

Title obtained 
1997 / 1999 1998 / 2000 1998 

Total Area (ha) 42.095 63.427 120.000 

Collectively 

Titled Area (ha) 
19.014 52.144 66.724 

Pre-Law 70 

community 

organization* 

ACCO-8 ACCO-9 ACCO-2 

Supra-communal 

organization* 
BCP BCP BCP 

Number of 

villages 
13 12 10 

Population 3.500 2.900 3.200 

Time to the city 

of Buenaventura 

1 h  

(by river only) 

3 h  

(by river only) 

30 min to 1 h  

(by road and/or 

river) 

 

*Real names are omitted 
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Table 3 - Access to public services (% of total surveyed villages) 

Source: survey data 

 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Drinking water 12.5 44.4 10.0 

Sewage 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Energy* 62.5 66.7 70.0 

Internet 25.0 44.4 30.0 

Cell tower 

coverage 
87.5 0.0 80.0 

Fixed phone line 

access 
0.0 33.3 30.0 

Health post 37.5 33.3 20.0 

School 87.5 100.0 90.0 

11th grade** 37.5 22.2 30.0 

 

* Access to energy includes connection to the main or secondary grids and/or  

community gas-powered electricity generators 

** Percentage of villages in each Council whose school offers 11th grade 
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Table 4 - Economic activities (percentage of households) 

Source: survey data 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Agriculture 90.8 75.6 80.7 

Fishing 56.6 39.7 46.2 

Timber 50.3 35.9 37.3 

Hunting 30.6 20.5 23.6 

Mining 24.3 12.8 29.7 

Collection 20.8 21.2 26.4 

Commerce 17.9 21.8 32.1 

Transport 11.0 5.8 9.0 

Employment 5.8 12.8 29.7 

Other 11.0 17.9 14.6 

NA - 0.6 - 
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Table 5 - Household economic characteristics 

Source: survey data 

 

 CC8 CC9 CC2 

Average 

Monthly Income 

(USD)* 

131.6 172.6 171.1 

Access to credit 

(%) 
8.7 10.3 19.8 

Access to 

subsidy (%) 
45.1 35.3 61.3 

 

* Based on an exchange rate of COP 2988 per USD 1 

 

The overall similarity in demographic and socio-economic characteristics among these 

Councils suggests that differences in the incidence of coca crops are explained by other factors. 

We contend that leadership and community organization are key explanatory variables. To test 

this hypothesis we first operationalized these variables. To do so we assume that both leadership 

and community organization are manifestations of the community’s social capital. We follow 

Ostrom’s definition of social capital as “the shared knowledge, understandings, norms, rules and 

expectations about patterns of interactions that groups of individuals bring to a recurrent 

activity” (2000, p.176). Specifically, we focus our analysis on what Ostrom and Ahn (2009) 

identify as three ‘forms’ of social capital that are instrumental in understanding collective action: 

trustworthiness, networks, and formal and informal rules or institutions. Our survey thus 

included proxy variables to assess the ‘level’ of social capital in each Council. These are, first, the 
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level of trust of the community in a group of institutions (including the Board of the Council).13 

Second, the level of participation of community members on networks and groups in their 

community. Third, whether community members acknowledge the existence of rules agreed 

upon by the Council. Fourth, frequency of voluntary work done for the community. Figures 

6 to 9 below show survey results for each of these variables in the three Councils.  

 

Figure 6 – Trust in institutions 

(How much do you trust each of the following institutions?) 

According to the following scale: Nothing (1), Little (2), Very much (3), Completely (4) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 We decided to assess the level of trust in a set of institutions although Ostrom specifically refers to interpersonal trust.  
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Figure 7 – Participation in groups (average score) 

(How frequently do you participate in the following group according to the following scale:  

Nothing [0], Little [1], Sometimes [2], Often [3], Always [4]) 
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Figure 8 – Rules (percentage of respondents who acknowledge existence of rules) 

(Has the Council defined any rule for the use of natural resources / land?) 
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Figure 9 - Voluntary Work (Percentage of respondents) 

(During the last year, how frequently have you done voluntary work for your community 

according to the following scale: Never [0], Few [1], Often [2], Always [3]) 

 

These figures show that CC9 outperforms CC8 and CC2 in all four variables. For each 

variable, we conducted statistical tests. For trust and participation, chi-square tests for 

homogeneity of proportions. For rules and voluntary work F and chi-square tests for equality 

of means. The results of these tests show that there are statistically significant differences in 

these variables between CC9 and the other two Councils in the subsample. More specifically, 

chi-square tests confirm that differences of means among Councils in each of these variables are 

statistically significant at 5%. This shows strong evidence that CC9 does exhibit higher levels of 

social capital than the other two Councils in the subsample:  higher trust in leaders,14 level of 

participation in networks and groups, propensity to participate voluntarily in community 

life and awareness of collectively defined rules that affect community life.  

                                                 
14 This is particularly important since there are no differences for the other institutions included: Colombian Army, Navy, 

National Police, National Government, the municipality’s Mayor and the Church, acknowledging similar relationship with 

other formal institutions.  
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The evidence presented in this section suggests that alignment of leadership and 

community interests facilitates confrontational and proactive strategies to halt illicit crops. It also 

suggests that such alignment may be associated with the level of social capital in each Council, 

which is different among the Councils in our subsample. Specifically, CC9 seems to be an 

exceptional case in which community and leadership are strategically aligned and social capital is 

significantly higher. Based on in-depth interviews with leaders and community members, the 

next section presents the experiences of resistance (or lack thereof) in the three Councils. 

 

4.4 An unusual case of resistance? 

Preserving community and environmental values and principles has long been one of the 

distinctive characteristics of CC9. As early as 2004 -four years after the title was obtained- the 

Council decided to take a stance against the penetration of coca crops in their territory. In a 

general assembly, they established an explicit mandate proscribing illicit crops. Sustained efforts 

to enforce the mandate have been carried out ever since, including displaying banners in public 

places, as shown in Figure 8.  
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Figure 8 – Banner in CC9 setting out a clear injunction against coca and oil palm 

cultivation in the collective territory15 

Source: Authors 

 

 

 

Three years later, leaders were alerted about the presence of illicit crops in the lower part 

of the river. They called an extraordinary assembly to confront growers -community members 

themselves, who argued they had no other choice. When leaders floated the idea of manually 

eradicating the crops, growers demanded payment for their investment. Leaders responded 

firmly, as one of them recalled: “We told them ‘we can’t do that because you knew these crops 

                                                 
15 Some parts of the image are distorted to preserve anonymity. The banner reads as follows: “Because we don’t want: the 

government to spray, pollute, bomb, or deprive us of our living space; violence to increase and leave our land in the hands 

of Multinationals; our Black political-organisational project to be jeopardised; we the people of [CC9] say, united in one 

voice: NO TO COCA CROPS. NO TO OIL PALM MONOCULTURE IN OUR COLLECTIVE TERRITORY. Collective 

welfare of the population for life with dignity, hope and liberty.” 
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were prohibited in the first place and you should have rejected those who came here to offer 

you seeds’”. Shortly after the assembly, threats against leaders started to come. 

 

Despite intense opposition from growers, the decision was made to confront the problem 

directly and eradicate the crops manually. After careful consideration, the community organized 

a minga (i.e. a collective mobilization) that gathered around 250 people in order to eradicate 25 

hectares of coca. One of the participating leaders recalled: 

We gathered the day before the minga. We had doubts and were all very 
worried. However, we had already gone very far so we couldn’t back down. The 
truth is we were very scared. We already knew what we’d gotten ourselves into and 
we were already used to being threatened but we didn’t exactly know what we were 
up against. We were worried there could be landmines so we managed to convince 
crop owners to go at the forefront. And they did! (…) To be honest, at one point we 
were close to calling it off. But we had an intense discussion and reassured ourselves 
that we wanted the collective benefit for the community and to remain in our 
territory (…) That is how we found the strength to go on. 

 

Figure 9 – Minga for the eradication of coca crops, 2007 

Source: Community Council CC9 
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People came from all villages of the river. They put on white t-shirts that read “Soy 

[demonym] de respeto, ¡No al cultivo de uso ilícito!” (I am a proud [inhabitant of CC9]: No to 

illicit crops!) They sailed down the river to where the crops were, as Figure 9 above shows. It 

was a two-day minga. Amidst a looming tension, they divided into smaller groups and started 

uprooting the plants to burn them. 

 

The determination shown by the community -leaders in particular- and the scale of the 

mobilization dissuaded owners of the crops. The minga set a precedent in the Council and it put 

pressure on leaders to find viable economic alternatives for the community. However, it did not 

suppress dissidence altogether. Remnants of dissatisfaction remained among some community 

members. For leaders, the situation did not get any easier. As one of them recalled, “Threats did 

not stop. Some of those who owned those crops kept asking us to give them their money back. 

They were constantly calling us. We all know that if we tell on them then they will be in deep 

trouble because those crops are illegal, you know? That’s why we keep receiving threats”.  

 

In early 2016, leaders had to call a general assembly again. Some people in one of the 

villages had organized a group they called ‘Buen Vivir’ (The Good Life)16 with the intention to 

grow coca crops in explicit defiance of the Council’s mandate. The community in general, 

particularly women, were adamant about not letting the group grow strong. In the words of one 

of the leaders: 

We confronted these people and told them ‘there is no way you will do that 
here in [CC9]. Make no mistake: we organized [a minga] before and we will do it 
again if we must!’ We managed to talk them out of it. It was a very tough assembly. 
Tensions remain because now they say that if they cannot find ways to increase 
their income and feed their families, then it will be us leaders to blame because we 
didn’t let them grow coca. It’s been an ongoing struggle. We feel they have betrayed 
the community.  

 

                                                 
16 The name is itself an ironic, if not purportedly defiant, political discourse appropriation. ‘Buen Vivir’ (or the ‘good way 

of living’) is a philosophical notion most commonly associated with Uruguayan academic and activist Eduardo Gudynas 

that has inspired many social movements in Latin America. The notion feeds from indigenous cosmogonies as much as it 

does from critiques of capitalism. It conveys a more harmonious and balanced coexistence between humans and their natural 

environment that is centred on communities and respectful of their cultural specificities. See Gudynas (2011).  
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Importantly, as manifested by two prominent leaders, the minga for collective eradication 

is a measure of last resort. “First the Board makes a formal pronouncement” –one leader 

explained. “Then we try to summon growers and ask them to eradicate their crops themselves. 

If they ignore our demands, we have to go and verify that the crops actually exist. It’s also our 

territory so we don’t need permission to do that. Once we have evidence and if growers still 

refuse to take action, the minga can thus be organized”.  

 

“Dialogue attempts are always the first step” -another leader manifested. “We ask growers 

to acknowledge what they’re doing and admit that they encourage the formation of wider 

networks around their activities because we know that they just can’t grow coca by themselves”. 

Collective eradication is not the only confrontational tactic to which the community in the 

Council may resort. As explained by one leader, “throwing growers out of the community or 

declaring them ‘persona non grata’ are also on the table”. Denouncing growers directly with 

authorities is also an additional measure. None of these has been used so far in the Council not 

least because growers are part of the community. Ostracizing peers implies a predicament into 

which leaders are reluctant to get.   

 

Leaders from CC9 won the prestigious ‘Best Leaders in Colombia 2017’ yearly award 

granted by the most read weekly magazine-format newspaper in the country.17 The prize came 

in recognition of the Council’s achievements in preserving their territory free from external 

threats. Resistance to illicit crops seems to be at least as resolute today as it has been since the 

beginning.  

 

In early 2018, a new -albeit small- sprout of coca was identified. Leaders were particularly 

concerned and they acted swiftly. They mobilized resources from different organizations to 

spread the word and set up a new eradication minga. “In 2007 -as one leader explained-, people 

reacted less promptly. Back then, it was more like a mobilization instilled by a cohesive group of 

concerned people. Now it truly feels like a whole community is mobilized around the defense 

of their territory.” When asked about the challenge of maintaining collective principles in light 

                                                 
17 Source (in Spanish): https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/premiacion-mejores-lideres-2017-revista-semana/543556  

https://www.semana.com/nacion/articulo/premiacion-mejores-lideres-2017-revista-semana/543556
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of external pressures, a prominent leader from ACCO-9 the Council’s pre-Law 70 organization, 

noted: 

 

One or two years ago, (…) we realized that the political-organizational 
component of our work was debilitated. We are now in the process of redefining 
what it means so that we can make it stronger. We don’t want to be in that situation 
[where external threats] jeopardize our principles and beliefs. We have the support 
of the school [where our children] learn those principles. Knowing that your 
neighbor started [growing coca crops] and managed to get money and buy things… 
that temptation is real, it’s happening to people. Thank god there is always a leader 
in each zone of the river that stands firmly and radiates [our principles] to the rest of 
the community. That’s what’s kept us united: knowing that we can count on each 
other. Because we can’t ignore the fact that temptations will not go away. 

        

Importantly, the Council has put into place a mechanism of representation they call 

‘collective leadership’ whereby (i) it is not possible for a person to occupy the same role on the 

Board of the Council for more than one term and (ii) no person can remain for more than three 

years as a member of the Board. Consequently, the same person can occupy at most three 

different positions on the Board of the Council. This system of mandatory rotation obeys two 

logics. First, to prevent people from overextending their terms, thus minimizing the risk that 

personal interests prevail over those of the community. Second, to allow for a permanent 

renewal of leadership so that young members of the community can learn and hold positions of 

responsibility in the governing bodies. For this system to work, the Council needs to educate a 

constant ‘supply’ of new leaders with the capacity to replace existing ones. 

 

This history of confrontational resistance and proactive engagement, which has also kept 

at bay illegal miners who have attempted to enter the Council’s territory, is indeed exceptional 

in the municipality. No similar evidence exists in the other two Councils in our subsample (or 

any other in the sample for that matter). On the contrary, evidence indicates that some 

community members in the other two Councils have openly profited from illegal economies, 

something to which leaders acquiesce. In the case of CC8, leaders neither promote nor resist 

coca crops. They exhibit ‘convenient tolerance’ to crop owners. Leadership in the Council faces 

significant legitimacy challenges. There were serious allegations from community members 

about the lack of transparency of the Council’s Board when managing projects for the 
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community. At the time of data collection, the outgoing Board had been accused of patronage 

and corruption. One of the leaders described how dysfunctional dynamics emerged within the 

Board:  

Small groups and coalitions started to form. Those who were not part of the 
clique were left aside. The Board became somehow… fragmented. We held a couple 
of meetings to find out what was going on. People would promise all sort of things 
but then nothing changed. In the end, it seemed like the Board was simply non-
existent. The Legal Representative had no authority. He was easily manipulated. 
There was some sort of ‘shadow’ representative who was actually making all the 
decisions. Power ended up in just about three people. (…) They were people who 
had been part of the governing bodies before so they had their networks and contacts 
already in place. Also, they were more skilled. That is why it was hard to 
counterbalance their power. 

 

This crisis of legitimacy spilled over into further tolerance to other illegal activities. Mining-

related conflicts have been commonplace in CC8. Mining is permitted as long as certain rules 

are strictly followed. These include adequate management of mining waste. However, few people 

follow those rules and leadership has low enforcement capacity. This caused an influx of illegal 

miners who made agreements with members of the community to exploit gold. Their activities 

soon came to the attention of the government. Colombian armed forces set up an operation to 

destroy the machinery - including backhoes- that illegal miners were using. According to one of 

the leaders of the Board of the Council:  

 

The government destroyed the machines. The new Board of the Council had 

just been elected so people thought it was us who had told on them. That 

misunderstanding caused us great trouble and distress. Rumors started and we 

leaders started restricting our mobilization. We received threats, so some of us 

decided not to go to the upper part of the river. People there were blaming us for 

what the government had done. The situation got quite messed up. Some leaders 

wouldn’t even sleep in their own houses. That was serious stuff. 

 

A similar situation exists in CC2. The Council is strategically located: close to an important 

river that in turn flows directly into the Pacific Ocean. Coca grown in the Council is directly 
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picked up from the growers’ parcels by intermediaries, which spares growers transportation 

costs. Since growers sell raw coca leaves costs of product transformation are also spared, which 

is not the case with most legal agricultural products. In the words of one community member: 

Undoubtedly, coca is more profitable. So are mining and logging. Those are the 
most profitable economic activities in the Council. If you have those options, it’s very 
hard to choose to do agriculture for other than basic food needs. From one hectare of 
coca, you can produce 100 arrobas [approximately 1500 kg] of coca leaves. Each arroba 
is sold for USD 9 to buyers who pick it up directly on the riverbank so you are making 
USD 900 per hectare. As for costs, for each arroba produced you pay the raspachín [leaf 
reaper] 3 USD and between 1.5 to 3 USD for fertilizers and pesticides. So subtracting 
the costs, you are making around USD 400 in profit per hectare. Since coca crops can 
be harvested up to four times a year, you can make USD 1600.  

 

In this Council, collective action took a different turn. When coca crops grew to become 

a stable source of income for community members who had between 0.5 and 1 hectare of coca 

planted, they formed an organization called Asococa to defend their coca crops.18 Associates 

included community members and mestizo peasants from outside the community. They engaged 

in direct collective action to organize production, protect crops from eradication and hide them 

from view. Leaders neither encouraged nor prevented growers from organizing. Asococa was 

the formal interlocutor with the government when a negotiation to eradicate crops took place. 

The association managed to secure participation of members in the substitution program offered 

by the government plus a temporary subsidy of COP 1.000.000 [approximately USD 300] to 

cover substitution costs. However, markets for legal agricultural products are underdeveloped. 

This, according to community members, is the main reason why people often return to illegal 

activities like coca, mining and logging (see Figure 10 below).  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 The real name has been changed to preserve anonymity. Similar forms of resistance are studied in the literature as the 

cocalero social movements that oppose coercive measures from states by claiming cultural rights to cultivate coca. (See 

Grisaffi, 2019; Pinto, 2004; Ramírez, 2001.) Unlike indigenous communities, however, cultivation and use of coca is not 

part of the cultural practices of Afro-Colombians. 
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Figure 10 – Illegal logging in CC2 

Source: Francisco Bernal 

 

 

In the case of coca, one community member noted, “people also started growing 

motivated by the money offered by the government for coca growers to eradicate their crops”. 

Alongside coca, illegal mining is booming. After it attracted the attention of the government, a 

meeting between miners and authorities followed. No agreement was reached and people 

continued mining. 

 

5. Discussion  

The evidence analyzed thus far suggests that leadership and community organization -as 

expressions of social capital- do explain differences in the expansion of illicit crops into the Afro-

Colombian collective territories by enabling (or hindering) different forms of resistance. Our 

sample shows an ample repertoire of resistance strategies -some more conspicuous than others- 

whose effectiveness can only be fully assessed in terms of the particular objectives they seek to 
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achieve.19 Importantly, the strategies of leaders and community members do not necessarily 

coincide. When they do, however, resistance seems to be more effective. It is easier to advance 

confrontational strategies to halt the expansion of illicit crops when leadership and communities 

are mutually engaged. If, as we argue, variations in whether and how resistance manifests -and, 

consequently, how effective it is- can be explained by differences in the level of social capital, it 

is important to analyze the dynamics whereby social capital is actually translated into effective 

resistance. After all, as shown in Tables 1 and 2, all Councils in our subsample share the same 

formal platform of community organization, which suggests that this platform may be a 

necessary yet not sufficient condition for communities to organize and resist.  

 

5.1 Turning social capital into resistance 

Resistance -particularly confrontational strategies from leaders and proactive engagement 

from communities- can hardly develop where social capital and organizational capacity are low. 

Yet, relatively strong community organization does not guarantee in itself the emergence of 

resistance. It is possible to argue that strong organizational capabilities are also needed for 

making coca production networks work. This implies, evidently, that resistance is but one among 

many possible purposes for social capital.20  

 

In fact, Putnam (2000) and others (e.g. Portes, 1998; Ostrom, 2000) argue that social 

capital is value-free, i.e. devoid of any a priori normative content, and thus can be put to varied 

purposes independent of the value ascribed to them. Infusing social capital with a particular set 

of values is thus a prerogative of the community that, importantly, can only be achieved through 

arduous long-term processes. Consequently, the effectiveness of resistance, we contend, 

depends as much on the form resistance adopts as it does the content with which it is infused (via 

social capital). In the case of CC9, the rationale for resistance is premised on both utilitarian and 

                                                 
19 Strategies for resistance need not necessarily be visible to be effective. As argued by Paschel (2016) in her analysis of 

black activism in Colombia and Brazil during the 1990s, activists often highlight critical and very rare moments of disruptive 

protest and overlook ”the more banal, bureaucratic, and less spectacular ways” that nevertheless deliver results and change 

(p.15.) Along the same lines, Kaplan (2017) argues that “formal, public protests have a role to play, but peace and stability 

do not always require banning or expelling armed groups from territory and may not depend on singular, publicized events. 

There may also be other, less visible strategies.” (p.11).  
20 Some literature on organised crime studies the role of trust –a key ‘form’ of social capital- in the functioning of criminal 

networks. See, for example, von Lampe & Ole Johansen (2004). 
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moral justifications. As one leader put it, “a Black who doesn’t resist is a Black without 

consciousness”. Not only are coca crops deemed a source of social and legal burdens for the 

community but they are also portrayed as detrimental to a set of moral values with which the 

community strongly identifies. Allusions to the ‘shared values’ and ‘history’ of the community 

(to which they refer as ancestralidad) and the need to preserve the ‘purity’ of their land, are made 

by leaders and members alike to provide a rationale for opposing illicit crops and even 

monoculture as economic alternatives. In this sense, CC9 embodies a form of moral resistance 

to market pressures that threaten the collective territory. In contrast, CC8 and CC2 either do 

not resist these pressures at all or lack the organizational and leadership capabilities to ascribe 

any form of moral value to resistance, opting for tolerance and/or short-term transactional 

arrangements instead. 

 

To be sure, literature has shown that normative moral considerations influence household 

decisions to take part in illegal economic activities.21 However, as the case of CC9 illustrates, the 

same household-level restraining mechanisms can be translated into collective narratives and 

reinforced as effective regulating devices among community members. Unlike the other Councils 

in our subsample, leaders in CC9 deliberately and assiduously engage in the ‘transmission’ of 

values that they consider core constituents of their identity as a community. Conversely, they 

ascribe proscriptive normative content to practices that they consider detrimental to those 

values.  

 

Importantly, value transmission (and the social exchanges on which it is founded) cannot 

be understood solely as the outcome of repeated interactions. As argued by Szreter and 

Woolcock (2004) there are preconditions that enable the evolution of trust -a key form of social 

capital- among members of a network. These include “a prior history of political, constitutional, 

and ideological work” that create the conditions for “a shared sense of fairness to be perceived 

by those choosing to participate in the network in question” (p. 656). Creating (or strengthening) 

these preconditions is a key role that the structure of community organization seems to play in 

                                                 
21 As argued by Ibáñez (2010) and others, households incorporate both economic and non-economic factors when deciding 

how much land to allocate for coca production. For a household to cultivate coca, economic profitability must offset non-

economic costs. 
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the case of CC9. In particular, ACCO-9,the Council’s pre-Law 70 organization, is directly in 

charge of aligning the efforts, promoting collaboration and finding synergies between different 

actors in the Council (e.g. the school), to help percolate those values.  

 

5.2 Strong leadership, fragile resistance? 

Our evidence shows that legitimacy of leaders and their influence on the community are 

comparatively stronger in CC9, as evidenced in the level of trust in the Board and the 

acknowledgement of the existence of rules (see Figures 6 and 8, respectively). It also shows that 

leaders often take the initiative to advance resistance strategies. Only rarely do communities 

collaborate proactively in the design of strategies and hold leaders accountable for their 

decisions. The strength and visibility of leadership comes at a price. While all forms of resistance 

must incur the transaction costs associated with collective action, some forms incur additional 

ones.  

 

More critically, the natural antagonists to whom resistance opposes –i.e. actors interested 

in coca proliferation- are willing to resort to violence, which increases the risks for communities. 

An upsurge in the systematic killing of social leaders came after the 2016 peace agreement.22 

Recent research shows that this is explained by the ensuing dispute for the territories and 

trafficking routes formerly controlled by FARC-EP rebels. More specifically, it shows that 

killings are exacerbated in areas where property rights over land are not clear or poorly enforced 

(Prem, Rivera, Romero & Vargas, 2019). Risks thus fall primarily on the shoulders of leaders not 

least because they are the most visible actors in the community. Visibility makes leaders more 

susceptible to direct threats. It compromises anonymity as a source of safety (Scott, 1986). 

However, the case of CC9 tellingly illustrates that antagonists are not necessarily outsiders. 

The emergence of outright opposition from some community members to the Council’s 

mandate that explicitly forbids illicit crops is worth analyzing. The group called ‘Buen Vivir’ 

overtly challenged leaders and put to the test their capacity to enforce collective commitments. 

                                                 
22 According to the Ombudsman’s Office of Colombia, from January 1, 2016 to January 31, 2019, a total of 462 social and 

community leaders and human rights defenders were killed. Source: https://defensoria.gov.co/es/nube/comunica-

dos/7868/“L%C3%ADderes-y-lideresas-comunales-acá-estamos-para-la-garant%C3%ADa-de-sus-derechos-humanos”-

Defensor-del-Pueblo-l%C3%ADderes-sociales-defensor%C3%ADa.htm Accessed: May 5, 2019. 

https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/pib/departamentales/B_2015/Bol_dptal_2017preliminar.pdf
https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/pib/departamentales/B_2015/Bol_dptal_2017preliminar.pdf
https://www.dane.gov.co/files/investigaciones/pib/departamentales/B_2015/Bol_dptal_2017preliminar.pdf
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Peer pressure and the promise from leadership to seek economic alternatives for the community 

seem to have worked to hold the group and its supporters back. However, there are no clear 

signs that dissatisfaction has been appeased.  

 

This internal rift would be less surprising were it not for the fact that CC9, as our evidence 

shows, is one of the Councils where (a) community and leadership seem to be more cohesively 

aligned in the nature, justification and strategies to tackle the presence of illicit crops (see Figure 

5) and (b) a significant amount of community resources has been invested to that end. This 

shows that the tension between firmly abiding by a set of political-ideological principles -with 

strong moral undertones- on which part of the community’s collective identity is based and 

seizing economic opportunities in the face of widespread deprivation is far from trivial. 

Moreover, this also shows that economic dissatisfaction creates tensions within the community 

that, if neglected, may erode social capital and undermine collective achievements. As explained 

by one of the leaders in CC9: 

Right now we are experiencing that tension (…) The current Board needs to 
address these issues because those who rejected the ban on coca crops are now 
vigilant, carefully watching whether we deliver or not. Now, we don’t want to tell 
them ‘since you guys misbehaved, here you are, this is a gift for you’. The economic 
opportunities that we eventually manage to bring will be for everyone. Not just for 
them so that they don’t feel [that their rebellion is encouraged], because if some 
others rebel as well, then things will be out of control. 

 

This testimony portrays an unstable equilibrium that needs to be carefully balanced and 

configures a paradoxical scenario for the community. Mobilizing to resist, as we have argued, 

depends on how aligned the interests (and strategies) of leaders and community members are. It 

is difficult for leaders to advance confrontational strategies if the community is not sufficiently 

receptive or does not adopt a proactive role. However, maintaining strategic alignment and 

deploying the community’s organizational capacity significantly increases the costs for 

communities and, particularly, for leaders. If those costs are too high, members of the 

community may feel increasingly discouraged to maintain resistance or even find incentives to 

oppose resistance outright (a form of endogenous ‘counter-resistance’, as the existence of ‘Buen 

Vivir’ illustrates). This in turn creates internal fractures that debilitate community organization, 
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potentially jeopardizing resistance in the long term. Enforcing resistance in the absence of viable 

economic alternatives may very well sow the seed of its own demise. Hence the paradox. 

 

While the case of CC9  shows that the exercise of strong leadership can potentially 

debilitate resistance when internal dissatisfaction is not adequately managed, the case of CC2 

offers a counterfactual scenario. In this Council, weak leaders were unable (or unwilling) to 

oppose the penetration and expansion of illicit economies. Thus, they could do little to stop a 

different form of collective action, namely the organization of coca producers into a group, 

Asococa, whose purpose was to defend their crops and strengthen their voice in negotiations 

with the government. The consolidation of this group is precisely the outcome that leaders in 

CC9 have been resolutely seeking to avoid. In the case of CC2, weak leadership led to strong 

resistance except that this resistance aims at the exact opposite goal sought by resistance in CC9. 

 

As previously mentioned, the literature of conflict and civil war shows that civilian 

resistance to social orders imposed by armed actors allows civilians to influence the terms of 

those orders (Arjona, 2016a). This includes, inter alia, the ability to retain autonomy by opting 

to seclude from armed confrontation and compel armed actors to respect this choice (Kaplan, 

2017). In these cases, resistance can rightly be assumed monolithic. Unity is needed to oppose 

what is unambiguously considered a threat. However, in the case of resistance to illicit crops this 

assumption does not hold. By definition, illicit economies imply a legal transgression and an 

economic opportunity (often comparatively more profitable than licit alternatives). This duality 

creates a juxtaposition of incentives. As the case of CC9 illustrates, people who decide to 

mobilize can no longer be expected to unanimously converge around resistance as their preferred 

choice. Our results concur with the broader literature on civil resistance mentioned above in that 

the main conditioning factors to respond to armed coercion are organizational capacity, 

cohesion, and coordination (Kaplan, 2017). However, while said literature mostly excludes 

preferences of communities to resist, we show that illicit crops alter the preferences of actors 

thus affecting resistance as a strategic response. 
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Importantly, our research also shows that there are limits to morally enforced 

commitments. Research in behavioral sciences has shown that punishment is a powerful factor 

in the establishment of cooperation (Fehr & Gächter, 2002). Confrontational strategies like those 

advanced in CC9 have an additional benefit for they may act as a form of punishment for non-

compliers. Keeping the threat of punishment credible is key, which may also help explain why 

leaders in CC9 are heavily invested in a low-tolerance policy towards present and future non-

compliers.  

 

One final point is worth noting. In his seminal study, Scott (1985, 1986) focuses on forms 

of peasant resistance whose purpose is to subvert domination -however gradually- from the state 

or ruling classes. That type of resistance is intrinsically counter-hegemonic. Resistance to illicit 

crops, on the contrary, is hardly revolutionary. Although this form of resistance seems to be also 

motivated by antagonizing the presence of the state (or, more precisely, keeping state armed 

intervention away as manifested in the injunction on Figure 8) it puts communities and the state 

on the same side. Insofar as Afro-Colombian communities and the state converge in rejecting 

coca crops, resistance from the former could be interpreted, de facto, as pro-hegemonic even if 

what motivates resistance in the first place is the failures of the state as an ‘absent’ hegemon. If 

anything, it is coca crops and their associated dynamics that are seen by resisting communities 

as a potential subversion of the status quo they wish to preserve in their territories. 

 

This unintended convergence of purpose between communities and the state makes 

resistance to illicit crops look, in the eyes of key incumbents, either peripheral or, at most, exotic. 

Unlike cocalero resistance, communities who resist illicit crops naturally draw less attention from 

relevant authorities. When noticed, the merits of resistance are likely overemphasized (or even 

conveniently praised), which may lead to concealing the structural imbalances that make 

resistance necessary in the first place. This is clearly misleading. Since community resistance is 

an imperfect substitute for state presence, communities are only willing to incur the additional 

costs associated with collective action for resistance because there is no foreseeable alternative 

to protect their territory.  
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6. Closing remarks and policy implications  

This paper has argued that leadership and community organization explain differences in 

the ability of rural Afro-Colombian communities to resist the influx of illicit crops. Our evidence 

shows that resistance is a multifaceted phenomenon that is more effective when the interests 

and strategies of leadership and communities coalesce. Moreover, we argue that the effectiveness 

and sustainability of community resistance significantly depend on the specific normative 

content with which social capital is imbued. However, we have also shown that there are limits 

to morally enforced resistance. Social capital increases the non-monetary benefits of resistance, 

partially compensating for the under-provision of public goods (e.g. security) and overall absence 

of state institutions. However, those benefits can be compromised when the costs of resistance 

rise too high. 

 

Variables other than leadership and community organization might also explain 

differences in the incidence of illicit crops. Two stand out. First, exposure to risk. Not only are 

communities unevenly exposed to risk but they also exhibit varying subjective assessments of 

risk. Combined, these variations could help to explain why some communities are more willing 

and able to resist than others. As argued by Kaplan (2017), in extreme circumstances of conflict 

intensity, there is only so much that non-violent resistance can achieve. Although direct 

manifestations of violence in the rural area of the municipality of Buenaventura have been low 

compared with other municipalities in the region (which could potentially lead to overestimating 

the role of resistance), it would be naive to ignore the coercive capacity of actors interested in 

the proliferation of coca, mainly IAGs. Relatedly, IAGs involved in the business of coca are 

known to operate by specializing territorial control according to strategic needs. The municipality 

of Buenaventura may have more strategic value as a shipping point than a cultivation site. The 

reverse, however, may also be plausible. As argued by Arjona (2016a), IAGs may have responded 

and adapted to forms of community organization already present in Buenaventura so that low 

incidence of coca cultivation may well be the adaptive response from IAGs to the characteristics 

of community organization in the municipality. 
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That said a related hypothesis seems also likely. Social capital and community organization 

may act as risk attenuators. When the responsibility of resistance is disproportionately borne by 

a reduced number of community members, they are more visible and become easy targets for 

intimidation and violence. The more shared those responsibilities are, the more spread out risk 

gets and the harder it is to single out individuals for selective threats. Thus, social cohesion would 

eventually send strong dissuasive signals to potential intimidators. Arguably, the collective 

leadership exercised in CC9 also fulfils this function (albeit perhaps unintendedly). 

 

The second potential explanatory factor is geographical proximity. Assuming relatively porous 

frontiers and fluid labor mobility, the ‘contagion’ effect of neighboring Councils on one another 

can also influence the dynamics of coca crops. Likewise, a form of ‘radiation’ effect exerted by 

the presence of the city of Buenaventura (the urban agglomeration around which peripheral rural 

communities gravitate) could also play a part. Our evidence seems to give credence to the 

‘radiation effect’. CC8’s proximity to the city could help explain the low incidence of coca crops 

in their territory (if only because of the perceived threat of enforcement). CC2’s wide territory 

covers areas relatively isolated from the city and others easily connected to it. This would place 

CC2 in an optimal location for coca crops to thrive: sufficiently far from the city to sidestep the 

reach of authorities and close enough for coca production to be economically viable.  

 

However, CC9 contradicts what the combination of these effects would otherwise 

suggest. Not only is the Council comparatively more isolated from the urban center but it also 

neighbors CC1, one of the Councils with the highest coca crop acreage in the municipality. This 

would be, ceteris paribus, enough for coca to develop. The fact that the Council has managed 

to keep crops at bay gives further credence to our argument of the explanatory power of social 

capital as manifested in the strength of leadership and the capacity of communities to organize. 

 

Irrespective of the impact that variables like risk and proximity may have in explaining the 

incidence of coca, evidence presented in this paper shows how important social capital can be. 

Moreover, the emergence of different types of resistance and the fact that leadership and 

communities do not necessarily share resistance strategies have one important implication. 
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Communities can not be understood as driven by economic incentives only. The search for the 

‘silver bullet’ or the single crop that can economically compete with coca (Mansfield et al., 2016) 

has underpinned most substitution policies advanced in the country. However, as we have 

shown, cultural-ideological factors have an explanatory power worth considering. As argued by 

Bebbington (1999), rural communities have different types of ‘capital assets’ at their disposal to 

design their livelihood strategies. The fact that investment in physical capital to dissuade 

communities from growing illicit crops through economic incentives has been prioritized should 

not preclude other forms of investment. 

 

In the context of weak states –as is the case in Colombia- resistance to illicit crops is 

inevitably restricted for it cannot itself supply the public goods (e.g. security) or economic 

alternatives (e.g. jobs or entrepreneurial opportunities) that would otherwise reduce the 

economic appeal of coca and make resistance irrelevant. Correcting the under-provision of 

public goods and economic opportunities will still be an elusive goal in the mid-term. Investing 

in social capital is thus one way to reorient policy interventions. This would entail incorporating 

communities into policy debates to reformulate alternative development programs that respond 

better to local realities and expectations.  

 

Beyond that, however, the capacity of the Colombian state is inherently limited at least for 

two reasons. First, social capital and community organization are hard to build exogenously 

(Ostrom, 2000). Infusing social capital with normative values is ultimately a hard-won collective 

capability that is not easily transferable. Second, the state’s historical absence and systematic 

failure to implement structural development programs (Gootenberg & Dávalos, 2018) 

significantly compromise its ability to reach communities, not least because of decades of mutual 

mistrust and ensuing state delegitimization (Isacson, 2018). Although far from ideal, a more 

realistic programmatic argument would necessarily have to include non-state actors with the 

capacity to develop more focalized and differentiated interventions (e.g. international 

cooperation for development and civil society organizations) that would in principle have a 

better chance of creating positive impacts, provided those interventions were guided by a truly 

inclusive bottom-up approach. 
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Press reports in early 2020 warned that Afro-Colombian communities in the south Pacific 

region –including those in CC8 and CC9, have been caught up in the middle of increasingly 

violent disputes for territorial control between former FARC rebels who refused to demobilize 

and the still active ELN guerrilla. At least one Colombian military commander acknowledged 

that the armed forces do not have the capacity to protect communities who live in the upper 

zones of the rivers where disputes have grown stronger.23 Amidst these tensions, some 

communities have pondered the idea of forming their own Guardia Cimarrona (Cimarron Guard), 

a form of non-armed civil self-defense and environmental protection force.24 It is uncertain 

where this path would lead to. Willingness from communities to follow this course of action 

signals that the will to resist, however risky, is not going to end any time soon. 
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