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Context:

The coca leaf has been a fundamental part of the daily life of Indigenous Peoples in the
Andean-Amazonian region for more than 8,000 years. Its use ranges from medicinal
practices and traditional rituals to daily consumption, known as mambeo in Colombia.
Despite its cultural and medicinal importance, the coca leaf has been internationally
stigmatized, in great part due to its classification as a Schedule | narcotic by the 1961 Single
Convention on Narcotic Drugs, on par with substances like fentanyl and heroin. This
classification has helped promote misconceptions about coca, equating it with cocaine,
associating it with drug trafficking, and causing severe impacts on the lives and rights of
Indigenous and farming communities that traditionally cultivate it and use it.

The Plurinational State of Bolivia filed a historic request before the United Nations to carry
out a critical review of the current classification of the coca leaf, which the World Health
Organization (WHO) then officially initiated in December, 2023. In 2024, the Government
of Colombia joined this initiative, emphasizing the need for drug policy reform, and the
detoxification of the global narrative around the coca plant. Part of this joint effort, through a
cultural agenda of art and fact-based public conversations, the Permanent Missions of
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Colombia and Bolivia to the UN are now striving to shift the popular understanding around
coca and reclaim its cultural and economic importance for communities throughout Latin
America.

“Beyond Declassification: Detoxifying Narratives Around the Coca Leaf” is an initiative of
the Permanent Mission of Colombia to the UN, co-sponsored by the Permanent Mission of
Bolivia to the UN and supported by Liana Collective, the Ministry of Culture of

Colombia, and Open Society Foundations.

Objectives:

e Raise awareness about the critical review process of the classification of the coca
leaf as a narcotic, in line with Bolivia's request, supported by Colombia.

e Facilitate spaces for multilateral dialogue, especially at the United Nations
Headquarters in New York, regarding the need to reform the international drug control
regime.

e Combat misinformation and highlight the traditional uses, scientific value, and
spiritual significance of the coca plant, and contribute to detoxify the narrative
surrounding it.

e Provide a cultural, pedagogical and informative space focused on the positive
properties of the coca plant and directed at diplomatic delegates and UN staff.

Justification:

The scientific evidence of the millenary use of the coca leaf in its natural state in the Andean-
Amazonian region is clear proof of the integral and sustained relationship between the
Indigenous Peoples of the continent and this plant. “Beyond Declassification: Detoxifying
Narratives Around the Coca Leaf” generates a dialogue about coca as a crucial elementin
health, nutrition, and the worldview of millions of people, from ancient times to the present.

Aligned with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP),
this cultural and academic agenda underlines the right of Indigenous Peoples and peasant
communities to maintain, protect, and develop their traditions and identity, and to use the
coca leaf without being criminalized, persecuted, and stigmatized. The experts and artists
invited to participate in this cultural agenda will discuss the present and future of the coca
plant, drug control policies, and the importance of rescuing and protecting Indigenous
knowledge and the medicinal, nutritional and spiritual dimensions of the coca leaf.

Transversal to art, science, and politics, “Beyond Declassification: Detoxifying Narratives
Around the Coca Leaf” is a conversation to challenge the hegemonic negative connotation



5

Permanent Mission of Colombia
to the United Nations

attributed to the plant, which has persisted through decades of misinformation and
prejudice, and continues to generate violence and innocent victims across South America.

Talk participants:

Ambassador Leonor Zalabata, Permanent Representative of Colombia to the UN
Ambassador Diego Pary, Permanent Representative of Bolivia to the UN
Wade Davis, Anthropologist and Researcher, University of British Columbia

Kasia Malinowska, Director of Drug Policy at Open Society Foundations

Ambassador Zalabata will give the opening remarks (5 min), giving the floor to Mr. Davis for a
40-minute lecture, followed by a 15 intervention by Ms. Malinowska. Then, a 20-min segment
for questions, and closing remarks by Mr. Pary. The talk will focus on the following themes:

What has been the impact of the war on drugs on the Indigenous Peoples of Latin
America?

How do Indigenous ancestral visions of coca relate to current scientific knowledge
about the plant?

How has the critical review process of coca progressed, and what is the status of the
new dossier submitted to the WHO?

What efforts are being made to detoxify the narrative surrounding the coca leaf?

The panel is aimed at diplomats and experts, permanent missions to the UN, UN agency
staff, and interested organizations such as the United Nations Permanent Forum on
Indigenous Issues, academic community, decision-makers, and members of the arts and
culture space in New York.



