GAO
Highlights

Highlights of GAO-19-106, a report to the
Caucus on International Narcotics Control,
U.S. Senate

Why GAO Did This Study

Colombia is the world’s leading
producer of cocaine, with production
levels more than tripling from 2013
through 2017 (see figure). The U.S.
and Colombian governments have
been longstanding partners in the fight
against drug trafficking. Since the
launch of Plan Colombia in 1999, the
U.S. government has invested over
$10 billion in counternarcotics efforts in
Colombia. This assistance has
supported a range of eradication,
interdiction, and alternative
development programs.

GAO was asked to review U.S.
counternarcotics assistance to
Colombia. This report examines (1) to
what extent the U.S. government has
assessed the effectiveness of its
counternarcotics efforts in Colombia
and (2) what is known about the
effectiveness of U.S.-supported
eradication, interdiction, and alternative
development programs in Colombia.
GAO reviewed data and
documentation from U.S. agencies,
performed a literature review of
relevant research on counternarcotics
efforts in Colombia, conducted
fieldwork in Colombia, and interviewed
U.S. and Colombian officials.

What GAO Recommends

GAO recommends that State, in
consultation with relevant agencies, (1)
evaluate the effectiveness of
eradication and interdiction in reducing
the cocaine supply in Colombia and (2)
undertake a comprehensive review of
the U.S. counternarcotics approach in
Colombia that considers the relative
benefits and limitations between
eradication, interdiction, and alternative
development efforts. State generally
concurred with the recommendations.

View GAO-19-106. For more information,
contact Jennifer A. Grover at (202) 512-7141
or groverj@gao.gov.

COLOMBIA

U.S. Counternarcotics Assistance Achieved Some
Positive Results, but State Needs to Review the
Overall U.S. Approach

What GAO Found

U.S. agencies that provide counternarcotics assistance to Colombia conduct
performance monitoring of their activities, such as by tracking the hectares of
coca fields eradicated and the amount of cocaine seized, but have not
consistently evaluated the effectiveness of their activities in reducing the cocaine
supply. The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) has evaluated
some of its alternative development programs, but the Department of State
(State), which has lead responsibility for U.S. counternarcotics efforts, has not
evaluated the effectiveness of its eradication and interdiction activities, as called
for by its evaluation policies. Additionally, State has not conducted a
comprehensive review of the U.S. counternarcotics approach, which relies on a
combination of eradication, interdiction, and alternative development. Without
information about the relative benefits and limitations of these activities, the U.S.
government lacks key information to determine the most effective combination of
counternarcotics activities.

United States and United Nations Estimates of Cocaine Production in Colombia, 2008-2017
Metric tons
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Sources: GAO presentation of Office of National Drug Control Policy and United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime data. | GAO-19-106

Notes: The United Nations and the U.S. government each produce annual estimates of the amount of
coca cultivation and cocaine production in Colombia. Although their estimates show the same
general trends, the United Nations and the U.S. government use different methodologies to produce
their estimates, resulting in differences in the specific amounts estimated from year to year.

GAO's review of U.S. agency performance monitoring data and third-party
research offers some information about the relative effectiveness of eradication,
interdiction, and alternative development activities. For example, available
evidence indicates that U.S.-supported eradication efforts in Colombia may not
be an effective long-term approach to reduce the cocaine supply, due in part to
coca growers responding to eradication by moving coca crops to national parks
and other areas off limits to eradication. Agency data show that U.S.-supported
interdiction efforts in Colombia seized hundreds of tons of cocaine and arrested
thousands of drug traffickers, yet the net cocaine supply has increased and third-
party studies have mixed findings on the long-term effectiveness of interdiction
efforts. USAID evaluations indicate that alternative development programs in
Colombia have provided legal economic opportunities to some rural populations
previously involved in illicit crop production. However, USAID as well as third-
party research suggests that alternative development requires significant and
sustained investment and some programs have had design and sustainability
challenges.
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