ARLOS Villalén had twice asked for
permission from rebel commanders to

be allowed down the Caguan river,

deep into the Amazon Basin of southern
Colombia. And twice he had been refused.

He wanted to know what life was like for people
living in Caqueta — a remote rebel-controlled territory
rarely visited by outsiders. But the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia, or FARC, had denied him:
strictly no journalists allowed.

Villalén got lucky after bumping into a woman
researching a book on life along the Equator. She had
already been granted access by the FARC and needed a
Spanish translator. The rebels looked at the pair and
waved them on.

As he made his way down river, visiting the villages
around Caquetd, Villalén witnessed a unique
phenomenon: communities had virtually replaced hard
cash with cocaine base. Stepping into a store to buy a
soda in the village of Monserrata, Villalén saw the
customer ahead of him paying for his groceries with a
bag of cocaine. He had photographed other
rebel-held areas in Colombia but never seen anything
like this.

Prostitutes, whose customers pay for sex with a shot
glass of cocaine, in turn pay doctors for their weekly
FARC-mandated medical checks with bags of the drug.
“It was an incredible social story,” says Villalon, given
carte blanche to take pictures by Fabian Ramirez, the
alias of a sympathetic FARC commander. “Merchants all
over the region accepted base as payment for purchases,
weighing out the right amount and handing back the
remainder of base in change. The farmers were very
poor people with very little education. For them to bring
out licit crops is impossible: there are no roads and it is
very expensive to transport down the river. So to carry
one tonne of bananas to the next town where they
could sell was economically unviable.”

The further Villalén travelled around Caquetd, the
more he saw of a unique dimension of the cocaine
trade. It was a way of life overseen by the FARC and
dictated by its strict code of living. Anyone caught
taking drugs, or drinking alcohol during the week, is
put on a chain gang. “The farmers told me that during
the 1980s the region was controlled by the cocaine
-cartels and it was lawless,” says Villalén. “They would
go to the towns at weekends and find at least five dead
people with gunshot and machete wounds, it was crazy.
Everyone agrees that since the FARC took control over
this region in the mid-1980s everything has changed. In
the three years I have been working on this story I have
seen one murder. Since I took the photos government
troops have got the upper hand in the area, but cocaine
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above “This is a very controversial photo because a lot of people basically a security guard. Throughout the day he had his back
used it to say ‘you see now, this is proof the FARC are narcotics to the trading, he is not directly involved in it. He doesn’t need to

traffickers’. But that guerrilla is there because a lot of people were  be looking at the transaction. He is just there to prevent any
expected to show up that Saturday to sell their cocaine base. Heis  problems or arguments.

above “Here we have coke on the scale in the doctor’s surgery. cocaine. The FARC puts up with the prostitution as long as a doctor
The two girls there are prostitutes and they are paying the doctor tests the women once a week for sexual diseases. If she is clean

to carry out their weekly health check. They don’t have cash, just she gets a permit to work the next weekend. They get paid with
cocaine. Most of the villages in Caqueta have some houses, two one shot-glass, the equivalent of 25,000 pesos or a little bit less

bars and two brothels — which cater for the young men producing than $12.




is still used as currency. It is still business as usual.”

Were there any hairy moments in the Colombian
jungle? “Only once. I was in this bar in a small town
where they were holding a striptease show for the first
time. So everyone was very excited and there was a lot
of drinking. All of a sudden we heard some gunshots at
the back of the bar. I went to see what was going on
and couldn’t see anything. When I got back to my table
there was this man sitting in my chair. He told me ‘yes,
[ am the guy who shot the gun’. He was drunk, very
drunk and all of a sudden this guy looks at me and
grabs my head and pushes it towards the table and
says: ‘You are a gringo, you are a spy, what the hell are
you doing here?’

He said ‘don’t move’ and he is touching my stomach
under the table with the barrel of the gun. I was like:
‘Holy shit, he's gonna shoot me’. My friends at the table
started to tell him: “You are wrong, this guy has a
permit from the commanders here, he is not a spy’.
And the guy looked at them and saw they were serious
and he put the gun on the table and said to me: Tam
very sorry, I didn’t mean this, I don't know you, [ am
very drunk. Here is my gun, you can take it and shoot
me if you want right now’. And that was it. Of course I
didn’t shoot at him.”

Villalén's photo story, ‘Cocaine country’ appeared in
the July 2004 issue of National Geographic. But the
rare glimpse it provided into the lives of thousands of
Colombian farmers riled Washington. Villalén received
an eerie request from the US Drug Enforcement
Administration (DEA) to talk “informally about the
region”, which he declined. Robert Charles, the US
State Department’s Assistant Secretary for the Bureau
of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement
Affairs, chastised the magazine’s editors for publishing
the Villalén piece. In a letter to the Washington Times
in August, Charles said the piece lended credibility to
the FARC’s “incalculable evil”. National Geographic
responded by saying it had merely presented an honest
account of the farmers’ lives.

“I was more scared of the DEA than I was in the
rebel-controlled Colombian jungle,” says Villalén.
“The US government’s attitude is just ‘they are all drug
dealers, we are going to fumigate them and if they
starve to death we don’t care because they are bad
people’. It is more complicated than that. These are
people like you and me who are just earning a living.”

What would life be like in Caqueta without the
cocaine economy? “It would be just a jungle with no
towns,” says Villalon. “People would be eating what
they can grow there and what they can fish and hunt.
It would be a very basic level of living.”
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“This is basically what they call ‘the market’,” says Villalén, who
took the picture from the top of some rice sacks. “The dealers go
down the river, land in a town and set up shop in a borrowed
building. Everyone in town and the surrounding area goes to that
shop to sell their base to the dealer. Between his legs he has a
sack loaded with money used to pay the farmers. He only let me
take the picture because | showed him the FARC letter. The
woman with the calculator is writing the name of each farmer
and the amount he is selling to the dealer in order for the FARC

B

to charge the 30 per cent tax. The book would then go to

the FARC and they would see, for example, that Pedro Perez
sold 1kg etc. The atmosphere was very relaxed. Everyone
knows each other. As you can see there is some guy

holding a baby and a dog is asleep under the chair. An
average month’s harvesting gives a farmer about a kilo

of base, which if it’s good quality, earns him $S1,000. But
after buying supplies and paying workers he may net

as little as $325.”






