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Introduction 

 
The U.S.-funded aerial spraying of illicit coca crops in Colombia continues to be contro-

versial, with reports of damage to legal food crops, the environment and human health. While the 
issue has received significant attention with regard to Colombia, its potential negative impact in 
Ecuador has received short shrift in U.S. policy debates. Yet in recent years, significant public 
debate has taken place in Ecuador on the joint U.S./Colombian initiative and its effects on Ecua-
dor and its citizens.1  

 
Although the spray program (widely referred to as “fumigation”) begun in 1996 is 

implemented solely in Colombia, the majority of it takes place on Colombia’s southern border, 
which forms Ecuador’s northern border. In 2000, reports from Ecuadorian border communities 
began to reach the rest of the country through press releases and letters to local and national 
authorities, as well as visits made to government offices by farmworkers and indigenous 
federations in representation of their members living on the border. These reports included 
descriptions and photographs of skin and eye irritations, vision problems, and records from local 
health clinics of increased visits from border residents complaining of respiratory and stomach 
problems following fumigations. Also included was documentation of blackened, ruined crops 
such as yucca and plantains.  

 
The reports sparked a series of actions by the minister of foreign relations under the 

Gustavo Noboa administration (2000–2002). The government and civil society organizations 
worked together to evaluate how the complaints coming from Ecuador’s border communities 
correlated with Colombia’s fumigation program. The Noboa administration formally expressed 
its concerns to its Colombian counterpart in an effort to ensure that the fumigations did not affect 
Ecuadorian territory or its citizens. 
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The present government, headed by Lucio Gutiérrez, was elected on a platform that de-
nounced many of the negative elements of the U.S. legislation referred to as Plan Colombia, 
which includes the fumigation program. However, in its efforts to maintain U.S. assistance, the 
Gutiérrez administration now appears reluctant to oppose any U.S. policy in the region. Gutiérrez 
has also formed a publicly united front with Alvaro Uribe, the president of Colombia, who stands 
firmly behind the fumigation program.2 At the same time, political debate on fumigation (and 
Plan Colombia in general) continues in Ecuador, which has led the Gutiérrez administration to 
follow through on some of the bilateral dialogue mechanisms initiated under the previous ad-
ministration. However, the president has shown little political will to press the issue of fumiga-
tion with either the U.S. or Colombian governments, and hence the initiatives lack the same level 
of support shown in some quarters during the previous administration.3 

 
Although significant work has been done on the issue of fumigation in Ecuador, addi-

tional rigorous scientific studies of the impact of Colombia’s fumigation program in Ecuador are 
needed, as is international participation in the work being done in Ecuador. Specific policy rec-
ommendations include: 

 
•  The international community should insist on and be involved in the carrying out of baseline 

studies in both Ecuador and Colombia, a necessary first step for health and environmental 
monitoring; 

•  The international community should ensure that a clearly independent multilateral monitor-
ing mechanism is established to provide ongoing analysis and evaluation of the health and 
environmental impact of fumigation; 

•  The international community should insist on a full and transparent accounting of the type 
and amount of chemicals actually used in the fumigation program; and 

•  Ecuador’s present government should develop a clear, concrete and public policy on the Co-
lombian fumigation program and its effects on Ecuador. 

 
The basis for present public concern 

 
According to the U.S. State Department, studies show that glyphosate (the main chemical 

ingredient of Roundup, one of the herbicides known to be used for fumigation in Colombia) has 
no harmful effects on humans and, if applied correctly, should not harm legal crops. The State 
Department also points out that coca cultivation as well as the widespread, unsophisticated use of 
pesticides for normal agriculture can both cause major damage to the environment. While the 
State Department is correct that coca cultivation can indeed cause wide spread environmental 
damage, there is growing evidence that the improper use of glyphosate can cause both environ-
mental damages and pose a risk to human health. It should be noted as well, that the Colombian 
government uses a chemical mix more complex than simple Roundup, sprays it in concentrations 
and doses larger than those recommended for normal agricultural use, and fails to comply with 
application guidelines designed to protect human beings and legal crops.4  
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In response to the many reports coming from border communities and the work of several 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) with various border community organizations and fed-
erations on the issue of fumigation, the American Friends Service Committee’s (AFSC) office in 
Ecuador—the Andean Service Committee (CAS)—facilitated the formation of the Inter-
Institutional Committee Against Fumigations (CIF) in September 2002. CIF is made up of local 



 

border representatives of groups such as indigenous and farmers’ federations and national human 
rights and environmental NGOs plus others that work on legal issues.5 Because CIF encompasses 
and coordinates the work being done in Ecuador by civil society organizations on fumigation, it 
is the major source of information and activities on the issue outside of the government. Since its 
formation, it has carried out several verification missions to investigate environmental and health 
effects of fumigation on the border between Colombia and Ecuador. The first two missions con-
sisted of technicians and scientists from CIF member NGOs, while the third also brought in local 
and national government as well as representation from the majority of CIF membership.6 Based 
on studies by CIF members as well as these verification missions, CIF has now produced two 
major publications on the issue of fumigation and its effects in Ecuador.  

 
The first of these publications, Impacts in Ecuador of the Fumigation of Illicit Crops in 

Colombia, included the majority of the findings reported by the members of the CIF-sponsored 
verification missions.7 It was submitted as an amicus curiae in support of the appeal of a deci-
sion handed down in a citizen action (acción popular) undertaken by a resident of the Colombian 
department of Cundinamarca in response to damages caused by fumigation. The publication is a 
compilation of the conclusions reached by the verification missions, lists of actions taken in re-
sponse to fumigation by both the Ecuadorian government and civil society, and the national and 
international rights and protocols which are breached by the fumigation program.  

 
The conclusions of the verification missions are broken down by area of concern, and in-

clude the following:8 
 
•  Fumigations have destroyed legal crops and therefore eroded the subsistence econo-

mies practiced by border communities; 
•  Fumigations endanger the already precarious nutritional state of these communities 

due to damage to both long-term and short-term crops; and 
•  An oily film remaining in both rivers and wells directly after fumigation has caused 

concern regarding the safety of eating fish from affected rivers. 
 

These conclusions are supported by similar reports and photos coming out of Colombian 
communities exposed to fumigation. It should also be noted that Roundup’s label warns that 
spraying directly on water systems is to be avoided. 

 
The CIF also observes that: 
 
•  The majority of the communities affected by Colombian fumigation on the border 

live below the poverty line and survive on subsistence economies. Due to the condi-
tions inherent in poverty, these populations are highly vulnerable with regard to pub-
lic health issues; 

•  Symptoms which residents of border communities have reported after fumigations in-
clude headaches, sore throat, respiratory problems, dizziness, vomiting, diarrhea, ma-
jor skin eruptions, and eye irritations; 

•  A direct time relationship has been noted between fumigations and the appearance of 
the above symptoms; 
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•  A relationship exists between the distance from the fumigated area and the presence 
of symptoms—the farther from the fumigation area, the less evidence there is of the 
above-mentioned symptoms; 

•  Psychological effects have been found in border populations, especially children, 
from the appearance and noise of helicopters, the smell of chemicals, concerns caused 
by their physical symptoms and the fear that the fumigations can happen at any time; 

•  The chemicals fall on legal crops, in rivers and in water wells, creating toxic effects 
when consumed by humans; 

•  A particular problem has been found in the use of traditional plants as medicine; 
when the chemically doused plants are rubbed on the patient, serious skin irritations 
occur; and  

•  There are signs of harm to the health of livestock with the appearance of skin erup-
tions and respiratory problems. 

 
Again, many of these observations are also found in testimony from communities in Co-

lombia affected by fumigations. The complaints of skin and eye irritations are especially com-
mon.  

 
The CIF’s conclusions are drawn from the individual and joint reports of the participants 

involved in the verification missions, including local and national Ecuadorian government offi-
cials.9 CIF also gathered the observations and reports made by local professional organizations, 
such as the Agricultural Center of Lago Agrio.10 Many of the reports on damaged plants, live-
stock and fish were written up directly following the fumigations. The majority of the observa-
tions are just that—observations. However, the number and diversity of people and organizations 
that have produced these observations together with their professional training and standing at 
the local and/or national level, lend credence to the findings.  

 
In the same publication, CIF also includes several drawings by children living on the 

border. The drawings show planes flying over their farms while spewing spray, dead fish in 
ponds, children with spots on their skin and plants painted brown and black. Drawings like these 
and the public dissemination of the complaints described above have led the majority of Ecua-
dorians to believe that the fumigation program implemented in southern Colombia is affecting 
Ecuador negatively.  

 
Reports of damage to human health and crops continue to surface. One of Ecuador’s 

principal newspapers reported in May 2004 that, according to a farmers’ federation on the bor-
der, 37,000 hectares of legally cultivated land have been affected by Colombia’s fumigation pro-
gram.11  

 
Recommendations coming out of the CIF verification missions include:12 
 
•  In the absence of concrete studies which clearly indicate that Colombia’s aerial spray-

ings are harmless, Colombia should immediately suspend fumigations near Ecuador’s 
border;  

•  Programs should be established to compensate affected populations for their loss of 
income, crops and livestock; 
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•  More research is needed on the impact of fumigation on the Ecuadorian border and on 
ways to recover damaged territory and loss of biodiversity; 

•  Researchers, the press and public officials must present all information regarding fu-
migation with total transparency, especially regarding the chemicals used; and 

•  A permanent and representative monitoring commission must be established. 
 
CIF also points out that under the principle of burden of proof, it is not the victim who 

must prove damages, but the party provoking the possible damages who must prove that their 
actions will cause no harm.13  

 
A short history of Ecuadorian governmental response to fumigation under Plan Colombia 

 
In 2001, President Gustavo Noboa’s government began to receive press accounts as well 

as formal complaints from northern border communities in the province of Sucumbios regarding 
the effects of the fumigations conducted in Colombia just across the border.14 Ecuador’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs had not received any formal communication from Colombia about the pro-
gram nor the possibility that the airborne spraying could enter Ecuadorian territory.15 In February 
2001, the Ecuadorian chancellor and head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Dr. Heinz Moeller, 
requested that the Environment Ministry’s representative in Sucumbios file a report on the ef-
fects of the Colombian fumigations found on the Ecuadorian border. While the representative did 
not conduct a formal scientific study that could accurately identify any relationship between 
complaints coming from border communities and recent fumigations, he did inspect the area and 
talk to local inhabitants. He then submitted a report to his ministry which recommended that Ec-
uador make a formal request that Colombia establish a 10 kilometer (km) buffer zone inside the 
Colombian border in which no aerial fumigations would take place.  

 
The Ecuadorian government did not yet have scientific evidence of damage caused by 

chemicals drifting into Ecuadorian territory from Colombian fumigation. However, they per-
ceived that they did indeed have policy grounds, based on both international and national proto-
cols, for making a formal request to Colombia to respect a 10 km buffer zone:16 

 
National protocols: 
  
•  The Ecuadorian Constitution calls for the protection of the right of Ecuadorian citi-

zens to live in a healthy and sustainable environment which guarantees sustainable 
development as well as the preservation of nature; 

•  The Ecuadorian Constitution calls for the preservation of the environment, the con-
servation of ecosystems and biodiversity as well as the integrity of the genetic heri-
tage of the country; and  

•  The Ecuadorian Constitution calls for preventative measures to be taken in cases 
where there are doubts regarding possible negative environmental consequences of 
any action or lack of actions even though no scientific evidence exists that there is 
certain damage.  
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International protocol: 
 
•   The Principle of Precaution included in the 1992 Rio de Janeiro Declaration on Envi-

ronment and Development—and incorporated in Article 3 of Ecuadorian Law on En-
vironmental Management—states: 
 
When a threat exists to the reduction or substantial loss of biodiversity, the 
lack of unequivocal scientific evidence is not a legitimate reason to postpone 
the initiation of measures to avoid or reduce such threats to the minimum 
level possible. 

 
On July 2, 2001, Chancellor Moeller sent a formal communication to his Colombian 

counterpart, Guillermo Fernández de Soto. Moeller expressed Ecuador’s concern that Colom-
bia’s fumigations might prove detrimental to the health, crops and environment of the communi-
ties and territory on Ecuador’s border with Colombia. He stated that these concerns were based 
on information the Ecuadorians had received on the chemical formulation of the herbicide, point-
ing out that when glyphosate, the main ingredient in the Roundup Ultra used in the sprayings, is 
combined with Cosmoflux 411F, (a surfactant that helps the glyphosate stick to the plants), the 
toxicity of the mix is substantially increased. He also stated his understanding that the fumigation 
process applies four times the standard recommended amount of the above chemicals.17 In the 
communiqué, Moeller made the request that Colombia avoid fumigating within 10 kilometers of 
Ecuadorian territory and suggested that concentrated manual eradication might be more effective 
in the elimination of illicit crops.18  

 
The Colombian response to Moeller’s communiqué was to propose holding a seminar 

where Ecuador could receive complete information regarding Colombia’s program to eradicate 
illicit crops. The Ecuadorian Environment Ministry organized the seminar from Ecuador’s side 
and invited participants from various sectors of Ecuadorian society, including NGO representa-
tives, academics, and members of border communities. Representatives from the ministries of 
health, welfare, defense and agriculture were also included, as were those from the relevant UN 
agencies. It was as a result of this first initiative that spaces for dialogue and debate between the 
government and civil society on the issue of fumigation began to form. However, in the end, due 
to a lack of funds and last-minute changes made by Colombia regarding logistical arrangements, 
the Ecuadorian delegation to the seminar, which took place in February 2002, had no representa-
tives from Ecuadorian civil society.  

 
The final report on the seminar from the Ecuadorian delegation to the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs notes that the Colombia delegation included no representation from its ministries of envi-
ronment, health or agriculture;19 only officials involved in the government’s eradication program 
were present, as well as a representative from the U.S. Embassy’s Narcotics Affairs Section 
(NAS). It was also noted that the meeting was not a seminar or workshop but actually a series of 
presentations by Colombian officials to the Ecuadorian delegation. The report provided conclu-
sions reached by seminar participants, the most noteworthy being: 

 
•  There were no studies which definitively prove that the chemicals used in the Colom-

bian eradication program are harmful (the Colombian delegation assured the Ecuador-
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ian delegation that in the actual aerial spraying, they take all precautions to eliminate 
possible risk to environmental or human health); 

•  Colombia would respect a buffer zone of 10 km from the Ecuadorian border (this 
conclusion was not formalized in a written agreement but rather agreed to verbally by 
all participants);20 and 

•  An independent international body should “audit” or act as an official monitor of the 
types of chemicals used and their application within the Colombian fumigation pro-
gram (while the Colombia delegation stated that NAS was organizing such a program, 
the Ecuadorian delegation suggested that an independent body such as the OAS 
would be more appropriate).  

 
The follow-up by Ecuador’s Ministry of Environment to the conclusions reached at the 

seminar was the development of a public decree regarding the protection of Ecuadorian territory 
and its citizens, with the Principle of Precaution, described above, as the decree’s cornerstone. 
While Ecuador has no “significant” cultivation or presence of drug production—it is mostly “an 
important transit route for cocaine being shipped to international markets”21—the decree also 
prohibits the use of any chemical or biochemical products or biological agents in the eradication 
of illicit crops within national territory.  

 
According to Melania Yepez, the environmental engineer who was in charge of the fumi-

gation issue within the Environment Ministry from 2000 to 2002, the prohibition of the use of 
chemicals in eradication programs was expressed in the decree for two reasons. First, there was 
concern that as coca and other illicit crops were eradicated from southern Colombia, such crops 
might begin to appear in northern Ecuador. The decree was an attempt to avoid similar U.S.-
supported eradication programs from being implemented in Ecuador. The second reason was that 
other Andean countries such as Bolivia and Peru also prohibit the use of aerial fumigation in 
coca eradication efforts. Yepez felt that by promoting such a decree in Ecuador, it could join 
with other Andean countries in making clear statements regarding chemical fumigations, sending 
a strong message to Colombia and the United States.22  

 
The Ecuadorian decree also called for the creation of an Inter-Institutional Commission, 

facilitated by the Ministry of Environment and to include representation from civil society. The 
decree called for such a commission to undertake the following activities: 

 
•  Design monitoring systems to aid in deterring the use of prohibited agents in Ecua-

dorian territory; 
•  Establish mechanisms to alert communities to the possible risks involved in using the 

prohibited agents; 
•  Collect, systematize and analyze all information pertaining to the effects of the use of 

prohibited agents; 
•  Organize campaigns supporting the development of profitable, legal crops in the pre-

vention of the cultivation of illegal crops: and  
•  Disseminate information to communities regarding the possible impacts of future fu-

migations. 
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Due to bureaucratic complications, and with elections on the horizon, it took over a year 
for the public decree to be finalized. By the time it was published in the government’s official 
register, presidential elections had taken place, so the decree was officially signed in December 
2003 by the newly elected president, Lucio Gutiérrez. With the signing of the decree, three of the 
four Andean countries most vulnerable to the cultivation of illegal crops, Peru, Ecuador and Bo-
livia, now prohibit chemical fumigation.  

 
The Ecuadorian Scientific and Technical Commission (CCTE) 

 
Gutiérrez, representing the Patriotic Society Party (PSP), was elected with the full sup-

port of and in partnership with the national indigenous federations represented by their political 
arm, Pachakutik. Many indigenous leaders held major positions in the new administration, in-
cluding Dr. Nina Pacari, who was named minister of foreign affairs. During Pacari’s tenure, she 
continued to push for Colombia to respect the 10 km buffer zone requested by her predecessor 
and orally agreed to by Colombia during the February 2002 meeting in Bogotá.23 She also 
pushed for the organization of an inter-institutional scientific and technical commission on fumi-
gation, as called for in the decree. Two different commissions were formed during her time in 
office.  

 
However, in early August 2003, Gutiérrez and the PSP broke with Pachakutik as a result 

of major differences on foreign and economic policies. Pachakutik formally resigned as a co-
governing party with PSP and all Pachakutik political appointees were forced to step down. Once 
Dr. Pacari left the foreign ministry, the Ecuadorian government no longer participated in voicing 
public concerns or taking part in round-table discussions on fumigation. During a visit to Ecua-
dor by Colombia’s President Alvaro Uribe in the fall of 2003 (immediately after the dissolution 
of the Patchakutik/PSP partnership), Uribe denied in a national press conference ever having 
heard anything about Ecuador’s request to Colombia for a 10 km buffer zone. Civil society or-
ganizations and the press interpreted Uribe’s denial as a snub of Ecuador’s previously stated 
concerns regarding Colombia’s fumigation program.24 

 
At the same time, civil society organizations continued to bring reports to government of-

fices about the effects of the periodic fumigations taking place on the border, and the national 
press continued to report on the issue. In response to this public concern and as follow-up to ac-
tions taken by his predecessor, Pacari’s replacement, Patricio Zuquilanda, formed another com-
mission, the Scientific and Technical Commission of Ecuador (CCTE), in October 2003. The 
present commission is made up of scientists and technicians from national environmental NGOs, 
academic institutions and multilateral organizations such as the Pan American Health Organiza-
tion.25 The commission’s purpose is to work in coordination with its Colombian counterpart, the 
Scientific and Technical Commission of Colombia (CCTC), to undertake scientific studies to 
determine if Colombia’s aerial spraying is indeed entering Ecuadorian territory and if so, what 
damage it causes to the environment or humans. The commission reports directly to the ministry 
of foreign affairs. 

 
At the first meeting of the present Ecuadorian commission with the CCTC in Bogotá in 

October 2003, the Ecuadorian commission noted that except for three scientists, the members of 
the Colombian commission were from the military or the police—all heads of Colombian anti-
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drug and eradication programs.26 As was the case in the 2002 bilateral meeting in Bogotá, no 
government ministries were represented beyond representatives of agencies directly involved in 
the spray program. One of the members of the Ecuadorian commission, which is made up of civil 
society scientists and technical specialists, stated that the difference in the composition of the 
two commissions, one from civil society and the other mostly military, indicates that each com-
mission will have quite different visions on the issue. At that meeting, the commissions devel-
oped and agreed upon joint protocols for investigations into the effects of fumigation.27  

 
In December 2003, the Ecuadorian commission made its first field visit to the border. It 

was too long after the last fumigation to take plant samples for scientific testing, but they did ob-
tain testimonies from border residents. One commission member stated that he noted the fear on 
the people’s faces when they spoke about the fumigations. They complained of vomiting and 
skin and respiratory problems, but the commission members could not show, at the time, that the 
symptoms mentioned were directly associated with the fumigations. Members of the Ecuadorian 
commission have since returned to the same border region after two separate fumigations and 
have taken plant samples. The commission has indicated that any well-documented results from 
these visits and subsequent laboratory tests will probably not be ready for another year to a year 
and a half.28  

 
In the meantime, the Ecuadorian and Colombian commissions continue to meet. Their 

last joint meeting was held in February 2004 and lasted for 13 hours. More than one member on 
the Ecuadorian side has stated that it appears that the Colombian commission is simply trying to 
buy time and avoid reaching any bilateral agreements.29 

 
The Ecuadorian government holds the view that it does not have the right to ask that an-

other sovereign nation halt one of its own government programs.30 It can, however, based on the 
national and international protocols described above, solicit another nation to implement its pro-
gram in a way which will not threaten the security and sovereignty of Ecuadorian territory. The 
Ecuadorian commission has a multi-pronged approach. First, it must evaluate whether or not the 
chemicals dispersed in Colombia’s aerial spraying program do indeed enter Ecuadorian territory. 
Then it must analyze if, once in Ecuadorian territory, they cause environmental damage and/or 
negative effects on human health. Finally, it must develop, in coordination with Colombia, a bi-
lateral proposal which would prevent Colombia’s fumigation program from causing any damage 
to Ecuadorian territory and its citizens.  

 
Using flight patterns provided by the Colombian commission and data on the location of 

the fumigations (in relation to Ecuador’s border), combined with the height from which they 
spray, the Ecuadorian commission can say with a degree of certainty that the spray does indeed 
drift into Ecuadorian territory. The CCTE has copies of instruction manuals for fumigation 
which are based on studies regarding glyphosate and how it reacts when aerially sprayed.31 
These studies include information regarding the size of the droplets formed by the chemical and 
how the size of those droplets, combined with the height from which they are sprayed, causes 
spray drift for many kilometers.  

 
The same company from which the CCTE took its information about spray drift recom-

mends that agricultural fumigation be done no higher than 3 meters and that it be done in con-
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secutive straight lines directly over the cultivated fields to be fumigated. Otherwise, the company 
states, there is the risk of affecting plants in the surrounding area. Due to the very real danger of 
being shot at by irregular armed groups in the territory where coca is being cultivated, Colom-
bia’s planes spray at 25 meters in zigzag patterns over large areas.32 

 
Based on the above information, the Ecuadorian commission has reached two 

conclusions. First, the 10 km buffer zone originally requested by the government is insufficient 
to protect Ecuadorian territory. With the studies done on spray drift, it could be that even a larger 
buffer zone would provide no protection for Ecuadorian territory from the effects of the 
chemicals being used in Colombia’s fumigation program due to the heights from which they are 
spraying. Second, the only way for Colombia to avoid affecting Ecuadorian territory with its 
fumigation program is to operate the fumigation flights according to recommended agricultural 
application. When pointed out to a member of the Ecuadorian commission that Colombia 
implements its spraying in the way that it does because there are armed and dangerous irregular 
troops on the ground, the commission’s response is that Colombia then must find a way to clear 
out those armed groups before they implement fumigation anywhere near the border.  

 
The ongoing work of civil society 

 
In 2003, after receiving numerous complaints from border communities regarding the ef-

fects of fumigation on their communities, the office of Ecuador’s National Ombudsman decided 
that a study should be done on the effects of the fumigations on human health near the border. 
The Ombudsman recommended that the study be led by Dr. Adolfo Maldonado, a Spanish doctor 
of tropical medicine who had conducted earlier studies on the border. The CIF published the 
study, entitled The Border: Genetic Damages Caused by Fumigations under Plan Colombia—
research conducted in November 2003 and the first official reactions from the Ombudsman’s 
office and the National Congress, in March 2004.33  

 
Both the Ombudsman’s office and the National Congress issued resolutions that referred 

to the Maldonado study,34 the findings of the verification missions and the ongoing reports com-
ing from border communities. Both resolutions call for President Gutiérrez to solicit compensa-
tion from Colombia for damages caused by its fumigation program to Ecuadorian territory and 
its citizens. The congressional resolution includes the call for a 10 km buffer zone, while the 
Ombudsman’s resolution enjoins Colombia to respect both national and international protocols 
regarding civil and sovereign rights.35 The congressional resolution is non-binding, but repre-
sents a politically important recommendation for action to the executive branch. The Ombuds-
man’s resolution must be responded to by the Ecuadorian government, specifically by the minis-
try of foreign affairs. As of yet, a formal response has not been submitted.36 

 
Members of CIF whose organizations specialize in legal actions have developed legal 

cases on damages to Ecuadorian border communities and territory. Two cases have been taken to 
the national-level Administrative Dispute Tribunal soliciting court protection of the constitu-
tional rights (amparo) of those affected within specific border communities. The amparo repeats 
the need for the Foreign Affairs Ministry to solicit the 10 km buffer zone from Colombia. It also 
petitions the court to require that the ministry of public health provide more coverage for the 
specific health problems arising from the fumigations as well as to undertake more research into 
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their effects on health. It asks the court to require that the welfare ministry initiate food aid pro-
grams in the border region as well as evaluate the effects of fumigations on the health and wel-
fare of border communities and finally, that the agriculture and environment ministries take the 
necessary precautions to avoid further contamination of water and food crops and to recover 
damaged soils. 

 
The Administrative Dispute Tribunal ruled in favor of both cases, aided in part by the 

resolution submitted by the national ombudsman. However, both cases have been appealed by 
the aforementioned ministries, who have asserted that they are already doing all that they can in 
reference to the situation on the border and the complaints regarding the effects of fumigation. 
The first appeal won in the Constitutional Supreme Court, and the second is currently under 
consideration.  

 
Next steps 

 
There is a history of formal, legal and public requests to Colombia (or to the Ecuadorian 

government to repeat its 2001 request to Colombia) to respect a 10 km buffer zone. According to 
some members of CIF, these requests may not make good scientific sense, but should be pursued 
for political reasons. According to one CIF member, if Colombia agrees to a 10 km buffer zone it 
is then tacitly, if not formally, recognizing that the chemicals used in fumigation do indeed cause 
damage. This CIF representative also argues that if a solely scientific approach is taken, fumiga-
tion would be permitted to continue until scientific studies are concluded and accepted by all 
sides, during which time significant damage could be done.37  

 
The CIF membership has agreed to continue its work on fumigation in the legal, scien-

tific and advocacy arenas. They have proposed forming stronger and more active partnerships 
with Brazil, Venezuela and Peru in their work against fumigation. They are also discussing the 
possibility of forming a high-level scientific team to examine the effects of fumigation on Ecua-
dor’s border in a study rigorous enough for international acceptance. Also, CIF wants to 
strengthen coverage of the issue as it has affected Ecuador in the national and international me-
dia. 

 
Meanwhile, the CCTE continues to conduct its scientific studies and wrestle with the 

frustrations produced by having a very different vision of their work than do their counterparts 
on the Colombian commission. The CCTE’s president stated that they are developing a proposal 
calling on the Colombian government to implement their fumigation program by the generally 
accepted norms for aerial spraying, as described above. The Colombian government will 
undoubtedly argue that because it is implementing its fumigation program in the midst of armed 
conflict, its planes cannot fly as low or in the direct patterns recommended for pesticide 
application in normal agriculture. Yet such an argument contradicts the Colombian claim to be 
complying with the recommendations of the manufacturers of the spray ingredients, and should 
be seen as strengthening CCTE's case.  

 
Finally, there is the question of the political will of the present Ecuadorian government to 

take a strong stand on the U.S.-funded fumigation program and its potential effects on Ecuador. 
Although the ministry of foreign relations is sponsoring the CCTE, the public impression given 
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by the Gutiérrez administration is one of support for the status quo in reference to both U.S. and 
Colombian policy in the region. Some analysts believe that the establishment of the CCTE is one 
way for the government to appear to be dealing with the fumigation issue without really doing 
so—fumigation is continually being researched while political support for concrete recommenda-
tions for addressing the issue is sorely lacking. 

 
In March 2004, El Comercio, one of Ecuador’s principal newspapers, wrote a front-page 

editorial entitled “An Open Letter to the Country,” which voiced the editorial board’s concerns 
that they have yet to see a clear strategy presented by the Gutiérrez government in response to 
Colombia’s internal conflict and the U.S.-backed Plan Colombia. The letter stated:  

 
The United States has its strategy for the Andean zone, the military component of which is 
covered under Plan Colombia. Washington knows that its project is severely questioned 
in the region and is highly politically volatile and socially unstable ... the [Ecuadorian] 
government should demand compensation for the costs [of Plan Colombia] on Ecuador’s 
northern border over the last years—the effects of fumigations, uncontrolled immigration, 
the high costs of mobilizing military troops to the northern border and the deterioration 
of internal security which has been exclusively caused by the internal problems of the 
neighboring country.38  
 
The letter was followed by weeks of coverage in El Comercio and other national newspa-

pers on public perceptions of Plan Colombia from various sectors of civil society. Many in Ec-
uadorian society not only have grave concerns regarding the consequences for Ecuador of Plan 
Colombia, including the fumigation program, but also have the impression that Gutiérrez’ gov-
ernment is simply going along with both the Bush and Uribe administrations with little acknowl-
edgement of Ecuador’s interests.39 

 
Due to his complete about-face on many key economic and political issues (including 

Plan Colombia), major mistakes he has made as an inexperienced politician and his lack of cur-
rent or past relationships with the traditional political parties now controlling Congress, Gutiér-
rez has faced calls for his resignation from several sectors in Ecuadorian society as well as mem-
bers of Congress. Because of the regional threats posed by Colombia’s internal conflict and the 
fallout from activities implemented under Plan Colombia, a journalist and ex-ambassador of Ec-
uador states, “Nothing compares to this moment in Ecuador. It is one of the most dangerous 
moments in history ... and the present administration does not have the capacity to develop an 
adequate response. ...”40 

 
In the face of this present political reality, the efforts made by Ecuadorians with respect to fumi-
gation must have more international participation, coordinating with advocates working on this 
issue in other countries. CIF is now beginning to attempt this. However, the work being done on 
this issue in Ecuador has not been acknowledged by many outside of Ecuador. It is important 
that both the effects of fumigation on Ecuador as well as the work done regarding those effects 
be recognized by others working on this issue and that Ecuador be included within US policy 
debates. In addition, scientific studies must continue, baseline studies for health and environ-
mental monitoring undertaken, and multilateral, independent monitoring systems established. A 
strong and unified international call for total transparency must be made to Colombia and the 
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United States on the implementation of this still-controversial policy that has had such question-
able results and fearful consequences.  
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