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Stokes argues, preposterously, that the “drug war” has never been a top priority for the US in Colombia, but a pretext for a “war on the poor” i.e., killing anyone standing in the way of the pursuit of American economic interests.  Yet up to 70% of the roughly $4.5 billion in US assistance to Colombia, 1997-2005, could be classified as anti-narcotics aid.  


Stokes’ takes a remarkably benign view of Colombia’s main left-wing guerrilla group, the FARC.  Extortion becomes “‘written codes of taxation’ which have facilitated the accountability of the FARC to local businesses” and drug dealing is “acting as arbiters between drug traffickers and peasant cultivators … ensuring fair prices for peasant cultivators.” (p. 86).  There is no mention of the La Gabarra massacre of 2004 when the FARC killed 34 peasants who were cultivating coca for a right-wing paramilitary group.


The US is spending about $200 million each year on the aerial spraying of coca, achieving new records each year for acreage sprayed and considering allocating an extra $100 million for next year.  One FARC response has been to expand production into national parks which are currently off limits to spraying.  The US is pressuring Colombia to remove this restriction but the immediate Colombian response has been to send in manual eradication teams.  Recently the FARC killed twelve policemen supporting manual eradication in a national park.  


These are tough facts for Stokes to grapple with and he does not try.  In fact, the book rarely even refers to a conflict event.  Mostly Stokes just strings together quotations from English language sources.  In my opinion the book never comes to terms with the reality of Colombia.
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