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Chapter I 

Introduction 

"Although you mustn't pretend to be 'one of them', it is equally important that you 
don't stick out like a sore thumb in the criminal's natural environment" 

Ned Polsky, Hustlers, Beats, and Others. 

Traqueto is an interesting notion difficult to translate. For the past two decades, it has been the 
most familiar name used by Colombians to refer to a particular sort of drug entrepreneurs. 
Next to the jibaro (street dealer), the mula (air smuggler) or the patron (boss), Colombians 
have reserved that onomatopoeic name for some self-made, ambitious Colombian migrant-
traffickers. Their sudden emergence in the Colombian society of the early 1970s is described 
by Arango (1988) with some romanticism: 

"Since the early beginnings of cocaine export to the American market, an individual emerged who 
was to play a key role in drug trafficking: the traqueto. In need of having some representative in 
the United States, the first Colombian narco-traffickers sent people to move from place to place, in 
search of new markets. Maybe in this way the name derives from the verb traquetear, 'to move' or 
'to shake up' in one of its meanings.' (...) The traqueto is a courageous, imaginative and skilful 
individual who in order to leave a difficult economic situation, fearlessly takes the risk to travel to 
the United States with the responsibility of organising and controlling the mechanisms to receive 
the drug, to stash it in a safe place (encaletarla), to sell it to the wholesale distributors and to cash 
the money. In other words, he is a marketing and distribution head for the drug entrepreneur based 
in Colombia. From there, his strategic role in the chain between production and consumption. (...) 
After some time in the United States, the traqueto returns to Medellfn with his own solvent capital 
and new manners and consumerist practices..." (Arango 1988: 24-25, my translation). 

Many of these traquetos later became large cocaine exporters in Colombia; others 
were killed, went to prison or simply lost their fortunes. Some of them truly represented, and 
still do, strong social models amongst many young Colombians across various social classes 
and countries. As it is often the case with other illegal entrepreneurs or social bandits, people 
tend to project on them the most contradicting values, feelings and expectations one can 
imagine. They are national heroes against American laws and truly emissaries of the American 
Dream; successful immigrants and ill-reputed parasites, arrogant and generous, sexist men and 
gentle, violent and funny, loyal with bosses and ready to betray everyone, good organisers and 
better improvisers, dangerous criminals and social benefactors, fair employers and, of course, 
faithful Christians. 

Nowadays, the traqueto label has gone beyond the sole notion of 'envoy' to be 
extended to any (male) Colombian cocaine exporter, importer and distributor operating in 
Colombia and overseas, Europe included. While the term traquetos used by themselves and 
their subordinates usually has a positive connotation, it can be negatively loaded if applied by, 
for example, other Colombian immigrants not involved in the business. 

This book is about Colombian traquetos in the Netherlands and the people working for 
them. More specifically, it raises questions about their social, labour and organisational 
relations amongst themselves, with Colombia and with other social groups. It explores their 
legal and illegal arrangements, their relationship with other Colombian immigrants and some 
of their cultural repertoires. 

' Salazar et al. (1992: 46) suggest a second possible origin as traquetear also means 'to rattle' or 'to bang', in clear reference 
to the noise of their automatic weapons (DZ). 



Traquetos 

1.1. The Problem and the Argument 

Criminal organisations, secret drug networks, Latin American mafia and, of course, 
Colombian cocaine 'cartels'. These are the names and concepts widely used to describe both 
the Colombian cocaine industry and its many participants, from entrepreneurs to employees. 
The use of these notions is not fortuitous, but the direct result of considering Colombian 
cocaine exporters as members of highly structured groups, as concealed from mainstream 
society, as powerful political brokers or as running monopolist enterprises. These assumptions 
are particularly traceable in most accounts on the renowned cocaine organisations of Medellîn 

and Cali. 
The idea of a cartel, even if metaphorically invoked, suggests that drug producers and 

exporters are organised in economic-bureaucratic structures that secretly conspire to control 
prices and output in a monopolist fashion. The cartel model further emphasises a highly 
structured co-ordination, central operational control, strict labour division and sophisticated 
organisational skills. Almost uncontested during the 1980s and the 1990s, the notion of cartel 
has shown a remarkable resistance as new areas or groups have taken over the cocaine 
business in Colombia. For example, it has been repeatedly argued that the dismantling of the 
Cali cartel has only meant the rise of the ubiquitous Northern Cauca Valley cartel. 

However, as the notion of traqueto suggests, cocaine cartels seem to go beyond 
regional or national borders to form transnational criminal organisations (Williams 1995). In 
fact, from their very origins they have worked internationally, integrating complex operations 
through various countries following the routes of international trade. First in the US and later 
in Europe, Colombian cocaine organisations have tried to secure some of the huge profits 
around cocaine import and wholesale distribution in consumer markets. Of course, and for 
reasons that I will explain in this book, they have been more successful in particular regions or 
markets than in others. 

In the Netherlands, most observers, enforcement agencies and official reports have 
flirted with this idea of transnational Colombian cartels (Van Duyne et al 1990; Fijnaut et al. 
1996; Prisma Team 2000). They are portrayed as hierarchically organised in secret, extremely 
violent 'cells' or overseas 'branches', which would 'belong' to a particular group in 
Colombia. 

A strong 'ethnic' component is finally added to the picture; these criminal organisations 
are presumed to follow the routes of migration and heavily rely on overseas expatriate 
communities to operate (Bovenkerk 2000). Colombian cartels would predominantly use 
relatives, friends and vulnerable immigrants abroad as partners or employees, while host 
countries regard cocaine trade as an ethnic phenomenon and entire Colombian communities 
are faced with a spoiled reputation. 

A first and more general aim of this study is to examine the nature of Colombian 
cocaine enterprises. To what extent are the different conceptual frameworks and methods used 
to approach Colombian drug traffickers adequate in revealing their social practices and 
relations? Are they organised along ethnic or kinship lines? Do they run their businesses as 
legal entrepreneurs? What sort of interdependencies do they establish amongst themselves and 
with larger social structures? In this way, the present book seeks to contribute to current 
discussions on contemporary forms of organised crime undertaken by anthropologists, 
economists and criminologists. 

My itinerary starts in Colombia, a country often depicted as controlled by all-powerful 
drug organisations whose activities are said to be beneficial to many people, from peasants to 

s 
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bankers. In order to understand traqueto's social practices, I need to begin by asking whether 
that has indeed been the case. 

Chapter II will trace the historical origins of the cocaine business in Colombia and will 
examine the comparative advantages of that country for the development of a leading position. 
The economic dimension of the business will be briefly discussed, in order to present export 
volumes, prices and transaction costs. Since most Colombian involvement in the Netherlands 
is directly linked to business developments at source, I will further show how the groups 
producing and exporting cocaine are organised. By examining their social origins, regional 
differences and internal relationships, I will argue that those groups are smaller and more 
flexible and independent than the notion of cartel suggests. Finally, I will focus on their 
collusion with broader social and political structures, describing the sources and limits for 
social legitimation. I will compare Colombian cocaine organisations with Italian or Italo-
American mafia-style groups and argue that they present major social and political 
differences. 

Colombia, which produces and exports 75% of all cocaine consumed worldwide, has 
readily been identified as the source (and scope) of all the problems around the international 
cocaine trade. In this way, the role of 'receiving' regions such as the US or Europe has often 
been either played down or reduced to develop defensive strategies from external threats.2 

However, particular areas in consumer countries seem to function as main players in the 
global cocaine market chain. After Spain, the Netherlands has played, for example, the main 
role in the import and wholesale distribution of South American cocaine into Europe for the last 
decade. 

A further aim of the present book is then to examine such a role, again to make sense of 
the traqueto's activities in Europe. What does the European cocaine market look like in terms of 
demand and supply, and what is the Netherlands specific position in it? And more importantly, 
how do Colombian drug traffickers perceive such a position? 

Chapter Dl will first argue that when cocaine was legal and produced in Europe (1860-
1930), the Netherlands played a prominent role as coca importer and cocaine producer. In order 
to understand such a role today, I will then present some general indicators regarding current 
cocaine demand in Europe: prevalence trends, estimated volumes consumed, prices and purities. 
In the same fashion, the dynamics of European cocaine supply will be tackled. I will briefly 
explain what sort of groups are engaged in cocaine import and distribution within the European 
space. An attempt will be made to 'read' available cocaine seizure data. Further to this, I will 
trace the major cocaine lines and provide a cartography of cocaine trafficking into Europe. Why 
is the Netherlands so attractive for cocaine exporters and importers? The final section of chapter 
HI will present the traqueto's points of views and perceptions of the Dutch business 
environment. They will discuss about the economic activity, logistic infrastructure, potential 
contacts and partners, and enforcement risks. 

Colombian drug organisations have also been defined as transnational crime syndicates 
that use overseas immigrant networks to organise their business. By providing loyalty, 
contacts and infrastructure in export-import operations, Colombian immigrants in the US or 
Europe also secure some of the lion's share of profits made at import, wholesale and retail 
levels. In this way, whether they come from one end or the other, the traquetos could be seen 
as connecting cocaine exporters with distant immigrant diasporas. 

: The recent Plan Colombia, supported amongst others by the Netherlands, is just another example of such a pure defensive 
strategy on supply sources. As stated by W. Ledwith, Chief of Internationa] Operations of the DEA: "We in DEA believe that 
the international trafficking organisations based in Colombia who smuggle their illegal drugs into our country pose a 
formidable challenge to the national security of the United States." (DEA Congressional Testimony before the Senate, 25-2-
2000). 
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However, and in order to explore such assumptions, one should first examine the 
Colombian immigrant groups in question: it might well be the case that they are not in a 
position to get involved with or help cocaine exporters. So the question arises: who are these 
Colombian immigrants living in the Netherlands? Although they are the largest and 
increasingly growing Latin American group, Colombians in the Netherlands remain an 
invisible and under-researched community. 

Chapter IV will thus provide data on their migrant patterns, their demographic and 
social profiles, and their economic modes of incorporation. It will also describe the major 
obstacles they perceive or experience, and how they set the limits for ethnic solidarity and 
organisation. I will argue that the lack of (legal) Colombian entrepreneurs and enterprises on 
the one hand, and the weak patterns of ethnic solidarity on the other, inhibit defining this 
group as a middlemen minority or an ethnic enclave. 

Even if the immigrant group lacks the social and economic characteristics to fully 
participate in the illegal business, some involvement still seems to be the case. Indeed, I found 
many traquetos and a heterogeneous group of migrants engaged in various levels of the local 
cocaine business. Therefore, a central question of this book tackles this involvement: what has 
been the specific role of Colombian nationals in transport, import, wholesale distribution and 
retail selling of cocaine in/into the Netherlands during the past 10 years? What sort of (legal 
and illegal) arrangements do traquetos make to conduct their operations? What are their social 
backgrounds and their chances of success and failure? 

While chapter V presents my findings regarding their participation in cocaine 
smuggling and import, chapter VI will focus on wholesale distribution and retail selling. In 
each case, I will show their social backgrounds and their legal and illegal business 
arrangements, identifying the conditions that restrict or enlarge their opportunities as cocaine 
entrepreneurs and employees. I shall discuss their chances for success and failure, their 
relationship with local Colombian immigrants and their overall place in the Dutch cocaine 
market. 

Amongst Colombian immigrants, two quantitative important groups have also been 
either criminalised or socially censured: prostitutes and illegal immigrants. Both vulnerable 
»roups have often been easily associated with the cocaine business, at least as potential 
participants. The areas with Latino prostitution are said to integrate the whole spectrum: 
Colombian cocaine dealers, prostitutes, pimps and illegal immigrants. However, how the 
traquetos actually relate with them? 

Chapter VII will thus describe the main characteristics of Colombian prostitutes and 
illegal immigrants. It will further analyse the relation of these specific groups in the cocaine 
business, examining their chances of getting involved in it, and their reasons for distancing 
themselves from cocaine dealers. 

Colombian cocaine enterprises active in the Netherlands have also been portrayed as 
branches, cells or agents of Colombian cartels, as closed family businesses, or as flexible 
though homogeneous criminal networks. Yet, what is wrong with these approaches? If, as I 
will argue, a more dynamic picture of cocaine enterprises and traqueto performances can be 
given by studying their internal economic relations through ethnographic research, the obvious 
question is just what are the labour and business relations that Colombian traquetos establish 
amongst themselves? 

Chapter VIII will be devoted to an analysis of these relations. A heterogeneous number 
of business and labour modalities will be identified, mainly providing critical evidence against 
the aforementioned models. I will argue that Colombian cocaine enterprises found in Europe 
resemble post-Fordist, just-in-time' enterprises. While arrangements are even more flexible 
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due to the illegal nature of the business, flexibility is also essential for the interaction between 
legal and illegal entrepreneurs and enterprises. 

Finally, when referring to the internal and external dynamics of cocaine trafficking 
groups, most observers have also pointed out the key role of violence, secrecy and trust for the 
shaping of social and business relations. Colombian traquetos are presented as being 
extremely violent, living in a secret world, and only relying on trusted equals. However, these 
resources have often been taken for granted. What is therefore the role of violence, secrecy 
and trust for Colombian traquetos! How are these resources used or manipulated? 

Chapter IX will demonstrate how these social devices are both essential tools and 
serious obstacles in the daily performances of Colombian cocaine entrepreneurs in the 
Netherlands. I will argue that traquetos have tried to administrate those resources by using 
them, avoiding them or acting them out. Chapter X will finally try to extract the main 
empirical and theoretical conclusions of this book. 

This study on Colombian drug entrepreneurs - and their employees - in the Netherlands does 
not primarily aim to find enforcement recipes and solutions, which would imply a definition 
problem from the sole perspective of control agencies. I regard drug enforcement - and 
certainly the strategies followed against cocaine trafficking and traffickers for the last 20 years 
- as fertile ground for this phenomenon to flourish. Instead, the above questions try to address 
problems as defined by the various groups and individuals encountered prior to and during the 
research. 

Drug enforcers, especially some Dutch and German police officials, claimed that this 
involvement was a never ending puzzle and a source of continuous headaches. Some admitted 
their difficulties in getting information about this group: informants are scarce, co-operation 
with Colombia is problematic, and occasional Colombian experts amongst police officers are 
often not keen to share sensitive data with their colleagues. Although most of their efforts are 
directed to simply finding out who is who in particular cocaine operations, some 
acknowledged the need for research beyond mere misdaadanalyse (crime analysis). 

Also criminologists and drug experts pointed out that the issue of overseas 
participation of Colombians in the cocaine business was a knowledge gap and deserved 
attention: 

"Finally, there is no information about the involvement of Colombians in marketing cocaine in 
Europe, although it is accepted that this involvement is not likely to be large." (Thoumi 1995: 183). 

Most Colombian immigrants I spoke with, not only justified the concern but also 
helped actively in my enquires. They usually claimed, especially the men, to be unfairly 
stigmatised by everybody - from their own relatives in Colombia and the Dutch authorities, to 
local shopkeepers and the media - as potential traquetos. This research, some people hoped, 
would establish the limits between sanos (healthy) and untados (involved), and would help to 
put things in place. Some informants in Colombia experienced the problem of overseas 
traquetos as a costly burden for Colombia. For example, Ernesto from Cali claimed: 

"Everybody here knows somebody who is working abroad [in the drug business]. It used to be 
open but now even their own families often don't know. They suspect, but they shut up because 
they will get a new car, a finca and many expensive gifts. They only worry when they are killed or 
imprisoned. See, their values have touched everybody. Even honest people now dress and think 
like traquetos. They bringplatica [money], but it's poisoned money." 
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Others welcomed the research as a means to denounce and publicise their personal 
dramas. This was the case, for example, of imprisoned couriers and their families in 
Colombia. In sum, all sort of voices seemed to suggest the need for deeper research. 

1.2. Research methods and fieldwork activities 

In 1994, a police scandal involving uncontrolled 'controlled deliveries' of cocaine from South 
America by corrupt officials shook the Dutch political scene (Middelburg and Van Es 1994). 
The case reached the newspapers and opened a broad debate on the nature of organised crime 
in the Netherlands and the police methods employed to control it. Both issues were 
extensively tackled by the parliamentary Van Traa commission, which produced a report 
(Fijnaut et al. 1996) that did not end the debate or the political turmoil created by the matter.3 

Two different but complementary research agendas opened in the years to follow. The first 
one, mainly based on the knowledge accumulated by the criminal justice agencies, aimed to 
assess the nature of particular illegal markets and activities - whether in the realm of white-
collar, corporate or organised crime - in order to find more effective criminal or administrative 
policies. 

A second line of research developed from the question of the local involvement of 
specific ethnic or national groups in serious, organised crime. The issue had been posed before 
in terms of 'ethnic minorities and crime' (for example, Bovenkerk 1992, 1995c; de Haan and 
Bovenkerk 1993). However, the Van Traa report (Fijnaut et al. 1996) went a step further by 
systematically focusing on many groups and illegal activities, by breaking the taboos around 
this delicate subject and opening a debate on the extent, nature, impact and causes of what has 
been broadly known in America as 'ethnic organised crime'. 

This research project was born out of this second impulse. Understandably, local 
criminal justice agencies and crime analysts know much more about mainstream groups, 
illegal markets, financial circuits or law enforcement strategies and performances, than they 
do about immigrant and ethnic minority groups, far away realities, or foreign drug dealers. 
Limited knowledge has also been complemented by all sorts of distorted images and 
mythologies fuelled by media entertainment and enforcement agendas. Police dossiers or 
judicial records have certainly proved insufficient to understand the social context, the cultural 
meanings and the economic constraints and opportunities of the people and groups to be 
studied. In order to grasp the social and economic relations at stake, and the ambivalence of 
practices and discourses around their illegal activities, this research agenda implies a 
commitment to qualitative field research as advocated by various traditions in anthropology 
and the sociology of deviance. 

This study is mainly based on various sorts of qualitative data gathered in the Netherlands and 
Colombia from 1996 to 1999. Core fieldwork activities during that period included two sorts 
of personal interaction with Colombians who were directly, indirectly and uninvolved in the 
cocaine business in the Netherlands. 

5 See for the academic debate Bovenkerk (ed.) (1996) and Franke et al. (eds) (1996). For a condensed English version ofthat 
report, see: Fijnaut et al. (1998) Organised Crime in the Netherlands. Den Haag: Kluwer Law International. 
4 While these studies cover a broad scope and often depart from different theoretical frameworks, they all tend to share 
similar methodological strategies and to collect data from sources and individuals framed within respectful institutions. See 
on criminal organisations and enforcement strategies, Klerks (1996); Kleemans et al. (1998); Kleemans and Kruissink (1999); 
on criminal entrepreneurs and their enterprises. Van Duyne (1995); on white-collar and corporate crime, de Doelder and 
Hoogenboom (eds) (1997); Huisman and Niemeijer (1998); on money laundering and financial investigation, Hoogenboom 
et al°(1995); Nelen and Sabee (1998). 
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Firstly, I engaged in participant observation5 within and around several Latino settings 
and circuits in the Netherlands: salsa bars, Latin American restaurants, migrant organisations, 
prostitution areas, churches, social and cultural events, telephone cells and private parties. In 
these settings - essentially restricted to the cities of Amsterdam, The Hague and Rotterdam -1 
met and established long term personal relationships with community leaders and Colombian 
immigrants both involved and uninvolved in the cocaine business. Building on trust and 
confidentiality, I managed to develop a personal network of more than 190 individuals who 
became key informants, intermediary contacts, acquaintances or friends during the research 
process.6 While I gathered some biographical data from several people - concerning their 
social and economic background, their families, their past experiences, their criminal careers 
and so on -1 did not aim to re-construct and present particular life stories or biographies: most 
people talked about recent or present events, and in many cases about others.7 Instead, I 
concentrated on their specific views and practices regarding the cocaine business, and the 
particular social relations they establish as illegal entrepreneurs and employees. 

I tried to 'move around' through various settings, talking with as much and different 
people as I could. In this sense, I did not focus on any particular family, neighbourhood, 
corner, gender or type of dealer, but I tried to cover the whole spectrum of Colombians 
involved in the cocaine business in the Netherlands. However, for reasons that I will later 
explain, I placed particular interest on active, free traffickers and their surrounding helpers. 

Secondly, and concomitant with the long-term interaction with Colombian immigrants, 
I conducted open interviews or held informal talks - from serial, in-depth interviews to once-
off, brief encounters - with several key informants. Some of these informants were approached 
through my participation or contacts in Latino settings: Latin Americans detained in the 
Netherlands for drug trafficking and Colombians involved in the illegal business with whom I 
did not develop any personal relation. Other key informants interviewed were contacted 
separately: police and liaison officers, drug experts in Europe and Colombia, human right 
activists, cocaine related lawyers, judicial interpreters, specialised journalists and diplomatic 
authorities. 

The various settings visited, events observed, people encountered and interviewed 
during fieldwork in the Netherlands can hardly be quantified. Moreover, every interaction 
varied a great deal in terms of intensity, and despite my efforts to plan activities, control 
situations and cultivate relations, I was often guided by common sense, chance, luck and 
obvious fieldwork restrictions.8 With some informants, I either lived for a while or even went 
on holidays with. With others, I only talked for 5 minutes, and I could hardly hear what they 
said. Some informants disappeared or reappeared unexpectedly. To some places, I came back 
repeatedly. Bars and restaurants opened and closed down during my fieldwork and I had to 

5 For further detail about my roles as participant, observer or interviewer, see section 1.2.3. 
6 See in the Appendix for an overview of all informants formally and informally interviewed in the Netherlands and 
Colombia. 
7 Life stories of drug dealers or mafiosi are a scarce, useful source of knowledge about their illegal activities and relations. 
However, while they are maybe the most entertaining sources, they often suffer from serious biases. Ordinary people, events 
and relations are often forgotten or neglected. Active dealers and main bosses are reluctant to tell their whole stories. 
Secondary characters, always after retirement, conviction or collaboration with justice, tend to present themselves as they 
want to be portrayed (Bovenkerk 1995b: 33), usually as central and knowledgeable figures. Moreover, researchers and 
journalists are ready to accept or even push forward their sensational versions: important gangsters as interviewees guarantee 
professional prestige and commercial success. Finally, it is doubtful that one or two informants can reveal the complex and 
contradicting nature of drug or mafia organisations See for example Mermelstein (1990); Arlacchi (1993, 1994), Haenen and 
Buddingh' (1994); Haenen (1999) and Middelburg (1992, 2000). In my opinion, techniques incorporating direct observation 
and different degrees of interviewing with less pretentious figures - which imply more fieldwork commitments, time, critical 
distance and a willingness to protect informants - can reveal more complex and contradicting aspects of organised crime. 
8 For these limitations, see section 1.2.4. 
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keep with rapid changes. In a way, my fieldwork in the Netherlands was so fluid and 
amorphous as it was my object of study. 

However, roughly considered, I frequented 2 Spanish speaking churches in Amsterdam 
and Rotterdam, visited people in 4 Dutch prisons (Haarlem, Over-Amstel, Esserheem and 
Breda) and hung around in the Latino prostitution areas including 2 hotels in Rotterdam, 3 
streets in The Hague (Poeldijksestraat, Doubletstraat and Geleenstraat) and 4 areas in 
Amsterdam (Oudezijds Achterburgwal, Spui, Ruysdaelkade and Sloterdijk). I also frequented 
4 telephone boxes used by drug entrepreneurs (legal and illegal, 3 in Amsterdam and 1 in The 
Hague), visited 5 formal Colombian restaurants and 3 informal ones. Regular visits were paid 
to some 15 Colombian related salsa discotheques, 10 bars and coffee-shops, around 30 private 
and public Colombian parties, more than 15 Colombian birthday parties, and several dozen of 
Colombian events including concerts, dinners, demonstrations, lectures and bingo sessions. I 
visited the port of Rotterdam, attended 6 important hearings in Dutch courtrooms and 
accompanied Colombians to the Chamber of Commerce of Rotterdam. Finally, on three 
occasions, I managed to visit active traquetos in their own apartments. 

All observations, experiences and interviews were immediately recorded in the form of 
fieldwork notes. The resulting material constitutes the empirical base for section 3.2 (chapter 
UJ) and chapters IV to IX. 

In addition, I also gathered and analysed journalistic accounts of cocaine related cases 
(1989-1999, mainly from Dutch and Spanish newspapers, specialised magazines, 
documentaries and internet databanks). Next to the relevant literature on organised crime, 
cocaine markets and immigrant economies, I collected many Dutch and European reports that 
specifically focused on cocaine trafficking (and consumption) in Europe. This secondary data, 
although scattered throughout the whole book, form the basis for section 3.1. (chapter EH) on 
the European cocaine market. Some statistics on Colombian immigrants in the Netherlands 
were put together from city councils, migrant organisations and statistical offices. These 
numbers and estimations are presented in chapter IV. 

Further to this, I made two fieldwork visits to Colombia in 1996 and 1997, where I 
stayed for a total period of five months mainly in Bogota and Cali. With the major logistic 
support from the Universidad Externado de Colombia (Bogota), Universidad Libre (Bogota) 
and Universidad del Valle (Cali) I conducted dozens of interviews with drug experts, 
journalists, criminal lawyers of large cocaine exporters, a Dutch police liaison-officer, 
relatives of Colombian immigrants in the Netherlands, one MP, local community leaders, 
human rights activists, and some friends, relatives or ex-employees of small cocaine 
exporters. Again, interaction ranged from planned interviews and visits to casual encounters. 
In contrast with fieldwork activities in the Netherlands, and especially due to time and security 
restrictions, I kept a very low profile in Colombia, avoiding for example direct open 
interaction as social researcher with cocaine exporters. However, either as a simple tourist or 
as a friend's friend, in few occasions I was by chance confronted with drug exporters: in buses, 
restaurants, discotheques and even at their own birthday parties. While references to their 
illegal activities were often marginal or absent, I nevertheless learned a lot by observing. I also 
visited some of the key settings where cocaine exporters and their employees live, come from, 
socialise, have fun, kill each other, invest, study or use for their export operations. They 
included slums, upper-class neighbourhoods and fincas (country houses) around Bogota, Cali, 
Medellîn and Pereira; the harbours of Barranquilla, Santa Marta and Buenaventura; salsa 
discotheques around Cali; elite universities; ollas (drug dealing spots); prisons and tourist 
resources. In most of these places, I was guided or accompanied by 'insiders': researchers, 
community leaders, lawyers, local dwellers or friends. It was, however, both too dangerous 
and too far removed from my main topic to visit rural areas devoted to coca cultivation. 
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Again, all interviews, visits and observations were recorded daily in fieldwork notebooks. 
Archives and reports from several Colombian institutions were also examined or made 
available. Finally, in Colombia I collected most of the bibliographic, archival and journalistic 
material used in chapter II. 

Although I eventually interviewed or informally talked with Colombian, Dutch, 
Spanish and German police officers, attended public hearings in Dutch courts and collected 
documents and reports produced by drug enforcement agencies, I neither tried to get access to 
closed police dossiers or judicial records, nor to use any institutional channel (for example 
prison authorities) to contact my informants. From the very beginning, some reasons 
prompted me to avoid using police and judicial sources. 

Firstly, I assumed that these sources would be selective. Looking only in prisons and 
Court rooms would have implied restricting my study to 'failed' participants, usually 
vulnerable drug couriers and risk-taking importers and distributors, leaving aside successful or 
active entrepreneurs and employees as well as peripheral actors not targeted by police 
priorities and agendas. 

A second problem related to the amount and the nature of the information officially 
available: data on Colombian traquetos from Dutch authorities was very scarce, highly 
secretive, or had already been made public after the IRT affaire and the Van Traa report 
(Fijnaut et al. 1996). Moreover, judicial and police files mainly concern names and 
operational details of the cases in question, but they usually have very little to tell about the 
backgrounds, expectations and careers of the people involved. Statements are often 
manipulated or cut to fit accusation and defence strategies. For example, earlier successful 
involvements in illegal activities or accounts about Colombia are hard to find in these criminal 
records. Grey areas, non-criminal aspects of drug dealer's lives and behaviours, and social 
relations with legitimate actors and institutions are neglected in this type of source. Full 
confessions are rare, Colombian pentiti in the Netherlands are absent, and convicted non-
Colombian collaborators tend to hide or romanticise their ties with Colombian traffickers.10 

Thirdly and most importantly, there was a problem of incompatibility. Since I decided 
to talk with drug dealers while participating and observing in their social environment, a 
simultaneous systematic contact with the criminal justice system would have been dangerous, 
unethical and inefficient (Bovenkerk 1998). I could have been either harmed or monitored by 
the police, I could not have guaranteed acceptable levels of confidentiality, and I would have 
closed many doors due to paranoiac distrust. 

Finally, I must confess that it was more exiting and challenging to conduct 
ethnographic research amongst Colombian immigrants living in the Netherlands than to study 
dossiers of criminal justice agencies. Not only was most of the research on the topic 
conducted in the latter way, but also other people were better qualified to do it. 

Regarding my fieldwork in the Netherlands, I am not going here to reproduce the well-known 
tool-kit of methodological dictums, tips and conclusions repeated by street ethnographers on 

These institutions are: CISALVA and CIDSE (Universidad del Valle), ILSA (Institute Latinoamericano de Servicios 
Sociales Alternativos), DNE (Direction National de Estupefacientes), Dutch Embassy, Enlace Project (Ministry of 
Communications), Ministry of Justice, Foro National por Colombia (Cali) and the Colombian Parliament (Foreign Affaires 
Comission). 
10 As 1 will later explain, none of these problems (selectivity, fragmentary data, manipulation) are absent in their accounts to 
independent, trusted social researchers. However, the latter are confronted with other selectivity problems (access), other 
fragments of reality, and other forms of manipulation and different lies (exaggeration and so on). 
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drug dealers for the past 30 years." I followed much of their advice and I often found the 
same problems and situations reported by them. 

However, I will briefly point out some important aspects about the choices I made and 
the ways in which fieldwork activities proceeded. 

1.2.1. Access 

From the very outset, I avoided any sort of cover research. Even when I played various roles, 
openness about my status as researcher proved essential in every situation. With key 
informants, I also spent a great deal of time discussing the general or specific aims of my 
study, provisional results, or my point of view on a wide range of topics: illegal immigration, 
the war on drugs, the Colombian situation, and so on. I even discarded an early attempt - in 
initial few cases - to delay the disclosure of core aspects of my research agenda such as the 
cocaine business. It turned to be unnecessary and could have been counterproductive. 

Of course, not every single person encountered during fieldwork came to know what I 
was doing. Especially in crowd events such as parties and salsa discotheques, I was usually 
introduced by friends or informants to other Colombians simply as a friend. While I was never 
explicitly told to 'shut up', I remained rather discreet at first - and sometimes single -
encounters with people. The same happened while hanging out in what I considered to be very 
sensitive places, for example telephone boxes or prostitution streets. In several situations I 
remained an anonymous observer and listener for many people, while in other cases I made 
myself known to informants targeted for interviewing. 

In fact, I had to make little initial self-presentation. I was usually either introduced or 
referred, so many people knew who I was when I met them for the first time. A 'snowball' 
technique was useful to meet new informants from the same level or setting (other prisoners, 
other illegal immigrants, other mixed couples) but did not serve to 'climb down or up' to 
contact Colombians involved in different sections of the cocaine business. I thus tried to open 
as many doors as I could in different settings. Further, I was not helped by any formal or 
informal research assistant. 

Although my research population was spatially and socially dispersed, there were a 
relatively small number of institutions, places and events where Colombian immigrants 
interacted with each other. Some of them, such as churches, restaurants, discotheques or 
parties, congregated all sorts of Colombians and were well known to a wide range of 
migrants. 

Central to the access was my participation as volunteer or social worker in three Latino 
organisations in Rotterdam and Amsterdam, where I had the chance to interact with many 
Colombians.12 While these experiences were very important to meet all sorts of people for my 
research, my involvement there went beyond a purely academic interest. I was always explicit 
about my study with the leaders, 'clients' or informants I met through these institutions. My 
status as researcher was regarded positively as long as I was prepared to share and discuss my 
findings, provisional results or open questions. I eventually did it in the form of informal talks 

" See, for example, the impressive American tradition in street ethnography on drug users and dealers: Becker (1963), 
Polsky (1969), Ianni (1972), Agar (1973), Weppner (1977), Taylor (1984), Adler (1985), Adler and Adler (1987), Williams 
(1990), Williams et al (1992) and Bourgois (1995). 
12 In 1994,1 worked for a year in the Fundación Latinoamericana (Funla) in Rotterdam West, when my research was still at 
an embryonic stage. I organised bingo meetings and parties, 1 edited a newsletter, and I helped illegal immigrants and 
prostitutes as social worker. I later volunteered for one year in Casa Migrante in Amsterdam (1996-1997), working as prison 
visitor for the Bezoekersgroep Spaanssprekende Gedetineerden (Visitors for Spanish-speaking prisoners). Finally, I 
collaborated for another year with the Colombia Komitee Nederland in Amsterdam (1997), where I organised parties and 
cultural events and maintained the news archive. 
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or lectures. I had the chance to interview social workers, priests, ex-guerrilla members and 
community leaders, and to learn a lot about the many immigrants agglomerated or helped by 
these institutions. Through several key informants met in these organisations I eventually 
came to know other people directly or indirectly involved in the cocaine business. 

1.2.2. Building trust 

Not only openness but also 'credentials' were very important to gain trust from people. For 
example, I met key informants during a public session at a conference on Colombia organised 
in Amsterdam. In some cases, I showed informants my room at the university and my 
publications. In others, I lent books from my private library or I stressed my links with 
prestigious Colombian scholars or universities. I made great efforts to explain and show the 
differences between my work and that of a police officer or a journalist, emphasising the 
public and scientific nature of my research. 

I also tried to show the limitations of my inquires: I always insisted that I was not 
interested in knowing real names or what I considered to be dangerous information. This had 
nevertheless a limited effect: some informants were cautious about disclosing dangerous data 
anyway, while others did so despite my reservations. 

In all cases, I guaranteed confidentiality and discretion. I changed all names of direct 
informants, and I sometimes blurred some traces of particular places and events to avoid 
recognition. 

Nevertheless, some people acknowledged, either to me or to others, their initial 
suspicions. I was often asked about my 'interest' or about 'who pays for my research'. In four 
occasions, it was suspected that I worked for the vreemdelingenpolitie (aliens' police), the 
DEA, and a drug organisation. 

I also feel that my situation of being an Argentinean living in the Netherlands helped to 
establish a good rapport with Colombian immigrants. Neither Dutch nor Colombian myself, I 
often felt fortunate to be in the intermediate position of a 'quasi-native' researcher. On the one 
hand, I was not considered part of the local, mainstream Dutch social environment. I joined 
hundreds of conversations in which the Dutch' were the object of open or backstage criticism, 
and I felt at ease in Latino settings and events. On the other hand, as a non-Colombian, it was 
easier to overcome internal suspicion and to stay outside of regional, social or political 
differences and conflicts amongst informants. Not only I did feel that I could distance myself 
if necessary, but I could also feign an ignorant status if required. In fact, I had everything to 
learn about Colombia and Colombians, and they enjoyed helping me in that process. I owe 
them, for example, my basic salsa dance skills, a key form of communication that brought me 
close to many Colombian men and women. 

Acceptance from 'gatekeepers' was also important for building trust with informants. In 
a few cases, I was only recommended. In other occasions, I was introduced as a 'friend who is 
writing a PhD thesis on Colombians in the Netherlands', so I was left to tell the rest. I usually 
asked intermediaries to be or remain present during my first encounters with a newly 
introduced informant. It gave everyone a sense of security. Finally, I also relied on social 
sponsorship from powerful or respected individuals in particular settings like priests, lawyers 
or drug entrepreneurs. 

1.2.3. Why do drug traffickers talk about their business?: roles and expectations 

The reasons people had for sharing their knowledge and experiences around the cocaine 
business with me were manifold and sometimes puzzling. In one way or another, people liked 
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to talk about the issue, whether it was on Colombia, on cases or people they knew, on their 
own views about the problem, or on their own involvement. 

As I will explain in chapter EX, there are many public secrets around the lives of 
traquetos and their employees. Codes of silence and paranoid attitudes in the cocaine business 
are common, but so are conflicts, deception, betrayal, changing loyalties, public exposure, 
seek of recognition and prestige, show-off tendencies, or even the need to situate many illegal 
practices amongst law-abiding citizens and legal institutions. The cocaine business is not 
performed and discussed in obscure, remote underworlds, but in the same restaurants, 
churches, coffee-shops, bars and discotheques where people eat, pray, smoke, drink and 
dance. Cocaine couriers sit next to ordinary travellers, cocaine freights are unloaded and 
warehoused by legal stevedores, and dirty cash is handled by any bank or remittance agency. 
While these facts call for secrecy, they also encourage all sorts of information fluxes including 
gossip, lies, exaggerations, defamations and self-excuses. During fieldwork, I discovered that 
drug traffickers - and the people around them - keep fewer secrets than they pretend to do, 
while their activities involve a great deal of manipulation, public relations and image 
management. 

This ambivalence does not explain more specific motives, but I think it formed the 
background for the conscious and subconscious reasons for why people had to talk to or show 
me around. Many informants spoke out of bitterness, stressing their position of underdogs, 
scapegoats or victims. They wanted me to record their sad story: wrong personal choices, 
unscrupulous traquetos preying on them, misfortunes in Colombia, undeserved sentences, 
inhumane migration laws or hypocritical drug policies. Others, on the contrary, talked to me 
and with others out of self-aggrandisement. They claimed to be more successful, wise and 
skilful than others and explained how stupid others were. They claimed to know a lot, to be 
fearless or to have risks under control. Other key informants still sympathised with my 
intellectual enterprise and claimed they wanted to îielp' me. Three informants, all with 
university degrees, felt themselves to be above the materialistic world of surrounding 
traquetos and even commented upon an early version of a chapter. For others I was an 
inoffensive student they could help in his final thesis. Others liked more the fact that I was 
going to be a 'doctor' very soon, and kept asking about the graduation ceremony and party. 

However, it would be naïve to believe that informants talked disinterestedly even when 
they trusted me. In general, informants (involved and uninvolved in illegal activities) expected 
something from me in return. These expectations varied per person and their fulfilment 
usually marked the road to a more personal involvement and active role with informants. 
People talked to me because they considered me a friend, because I volunteered in their 
institutions or because they expected I was going to improve their public reputation. They 
asked me all sorts of favours and things: juridical advice, translation of documents, housing, 
money, books, email and mail addresses to receive post, or jobs. I was also expected to learn 
salsa and to drink or smoke with them. 

I did most of these things and some more. I carried letters and gifts to their relatives in 
Colombia, I accompanied them to the aliens' police or to the hospital, and I brought them 
clothes and money in prison. I put people in touch with others, I organised Colombian parties 
at home, and I even housed them for some time. One informant, for example, constantly 
claimed that I was his 'psychologist' and I was forced to take that role. 

Only in very few cases, did targeted potential informants refuse or evade a meeting. 
The excuses were busy schedules (a criminal lawyer), embarrassment (a prostitute) and fear 
(two detained drug couriers), but in these cases I either did not insist, I lost track of the people, 
or I failed to present myself as a trustworthy researcher. 
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1.2.4. Fieldwork limitations, dangerous mistakes and ethical boundaries 

Contrary to regular claims of 'jailhouse'criminologists,13 access was not the most problematic 
aspect of my fieldwork. Since I refrained from participating in core activities related to drug 
trafficking, I assumed peripheral roles (Adler and Adler 1987: 36) that only allowed me to 
socialise and talk with traquetos and their social set avoiding direct contact with operational 
illegal arrangements. 

However, I was indeed confronted with several problems. Firstly, I had to listen to 
many lies, gossips and exaggerations: that A spent ƒ 2,000 in one night, that the B bar was 
laundering money, or that C owed D some ƒ 300,000. Moreover, in some peripheral roles I 
heard the same stories over and over again. Since I was also interested in accurate facts and 
general trends, I tried to observe a lot, to ask about others (cross-checking whenever possible) 
and to contrast the stories with information I gleaned from close outsiders and newspapers. 

Secondly, I faced practical limitations. Informants often appeared and disappeared 
when I least expected it. After an initial failed attempt, I never used a tape recorder to record 
conversations, nor did I openly write notes during personal encounters. Key meetings and 
observations were reconstructed - either voice recorded or written in small notebooks -
immediately after they took place. I also kept a daily diary for more general notes. In some 
situations, especially when I wanted to keep a low profile, I had to refrain from posing 
questions at all. 

A third problem relates to the risks of over-involvement. As I explained before, the 
danger of 'going native' was partly restricted by my being a non-Colombian and partly by 
being open about the research. However, I had to make explicit that I should remain 
peripheral, far from cocaine loads and thousand guilder bills, and ignorant of dangerous 
details. I stressed this all the time, especially in those cases in which informants became 
friends. It generally helped: only by mistake did I come to listen a couple of business phone 
calls, to have lunch in a stash house and to observe how an informant deposited cash at a 
remittance agency. In these cases, I immediately withdrew from the setting and I told 
informants that it was dangerous and unethical to bring me that far even as a passive observer. 

Several researchers have pointed out the personal risks involved in dangerous 
fieldwork (Sluka 1990; Williams et al. 1992; Lee 1995; Ferrell and Hamm 1998). While I 
took many basic security measures, especially in Colombia, in only very few occasions did I 
feel that I was in real danger. However, none of these cases were personal problems related to 
my status as researcher: I was never threatened, blackmailed or injured in any way. They all 
concerned potential situations that any outsider or insider could face in salsa discotheques, the 
streets of Bogota or the slums of Cali. I received all sorts of tips and warnings from 
informants on how to avoid problems, often framed in paranoid attitudes that I also tried to 
control and manoeuvre. Nevertheless, I believe that a more active role around drug traffickers, 
a closer focus on violence or even more ethnographic research in Colombia on the issue 
would have certainly been a dangerous enterprise that I was not prepared to undertake. 

Finally, I had to face ethical questions. In this type of research, a tension can exist 
between the need to protect the research population (from violent retaliation, capture, 
defamation or privacy intrusion), and the need to inform about harmful or criminal offences 
(to other informants or to the police) that come to be known by the researcher. However, 
despite its frequent mention, the latter problem is usually underplayed by ethnographers with 
'dirty hands' for whom the consequences of blowing the whistle could be catastrophic. 

13 See for a critique Becker (1963); Polsky (1969); Weppner (1977) and Adler and Adler (1987). Many organised crime 
researchers, often unwilling to put aside academic and everyday life roles, quickly discard ethnographic fieldwork as 
impossible and undesirable. See also section 1.3.4. 
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My case was no exception. I always gave priority to protecting informants as long as I 
was not directly confronted with serious violent crimes or lives at risk. In those situations, I 
would have gone first to discuss the issue with my supervisor and colleagues, and with some 
Latino community leaders. However, that never occurred. What I considered serious crimes 
came to my knowledge long after they happened, after they were known by the police, or were 
too vague and second-hand to do something about them. Neither did I consider drug 
trafficking offences, illegal residence or unverified gossip of any sort as sufficient reason to 
break the neutrality promised to my informants. 

The protection of informants was indeed the primary issue at stake. During fieldwork, I 
tried to restrict potential negative consequences for my informants in several ways. I usually 
discussed the topic with them to know and make them aware of boundaries and possible 
problems. I avoided gossiping and leaking information, and I respected every security rule 
proposed by informants during the research process. I already changed all real names in my 
field notes. For publication, I only named some informants, many others remaining 
anonymous due to explicit requirement or insufficient data to present them as characters. 
Some details and stories have been either excluded or used as background information to 
elaborate statements, while others are presented out of their real context. Some place names 
have also been changed. 

1.3. Thinking on traquetos: ethnicity, entrepreneurship and drug dealing 

While I tried to study traquetos by sharing their social world for a while in the way that 
ethnographers do, I certainly addressed questions posed and discussed on the subject by 
criminologists, social scientists and economists. 

The arguments in this book are influenced by findings and ideas developed from several 
fronts. They either belong to complementary disciplines or to competing paradigms, and they all 
focus upon one specific aspect of my research object. I favoured some, neglected others and still, 
in some cases, tried to integrate them by showing their limits and merits. However, I did not 
attempt to develop or rest under the shadow of any grand theory, at least not explicitly. I used 
notions and theories in a very instrumental way as long as they helped me to understand and 
explain social processes and relations. 

1.3.1. Bad guys and culture: anthropologists on drug dealers 

Whether they focus on cultural repertoires, marginalisation processes or internal social 
structures, a number of researchers, particularly anthropologists, have gone to the field to 
study drug dealers and smugglers in their daily routines. 

Based on long-term participant observation, some American ethnographers managed to 
conduct research on drug dealers during the 1980s and the 1990s. These studies followed the 
growing focus upon street drug - especially marihuana and heroin - addicts during the previous 
two decades (Becker 1963; Agar 1973; Weppner 1977). In a pioneering study, Adler (1985) 
revealed the internal dynamics of an upper-level drug dealing and smuggling community in 
Southwest County, California. With the drug business still taking-off in America, she mainly 
found marihuana and cocaine international smugglers who financed their own consumption and 
who moved their trade in the context of a cottage industry. Not surprisingly, she explained their 
behaviour in terms of hedonistic ethos, freewheeling lifestyles and non-instrumental, irrational 
disenchantment. 
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On the opposite coast, Terry Williams (1990) really grasped the voices of some teenagers 
selling and using cocaine in New York City. Bourgois (1995) also conducted long-term 
ethnographic research on crack addicts and dealers in El Barrio (East Harlem). He tape-
recorded crackhouse conversations and produced a detailed description of street ghetto 
culture, exploring the links between structural oppression and individual action (Bourgois 
1995: 12). Although more focused on cocaine users and crack smokers, other field researchers 
also conducted landmark studies of cocaine dealers 'from the native's point of view' (Waldorf 
et al. 1991; Inciardi et al. 1993; Sterk 1999). 

In the Netherlands, a number of studies have followed the same path. These works 
highlight cultural and economic dimensions of street heroin addicts and dealers (Verbraeck 
1985; Grapendaal et al. 1995), or behavioural and relational aspects of street networks of users 
and dealers in Amsterdam (Van Gemert 1988). They place an interesting emphasis on the 
interaction between drug dealing and local policy interventions. Focusing on upper levels, the 
research of Korf and Verbraeck (1993) on the dynamics between drug markets and law 
enforcement exposed a complete picture of the cocaine market in Amsterdam. Although it is not 
based on participant observation - they combined all sorts of qualitative sources - they privileged 
in-depth interviews with drug dealers. Their major contribution is, in my opinion, that they 
succeed in providing a dynamic, heterogeneous image of different organisational forms within 
the business. Janssen's ethnographic study (1994) of female Latin American imprisoned drug 
couriers exposed interesting data about their social background and their experiences in prison. 

Other researchers in Europe also underwent the task of getting close to drug dealers 
(Taylor 1994), detained couriers (Green 1969; Green 1991, 1996) or so called 'professional 
criminals'(Hobbs 1995). 

Especially important for my research has been the work of some Colombian social 
scientists around the figure of the traqueto in Colombia (Arango 1988; Molano 1987, 1997; 
Salazar 1990, 1993; Salazar and Jaramillo 1992; and Hernandez 1997). Beyond clear differences 
in rigor and style - they range from essayistic pamphlets and short stories to more conventional 
in-depth interview-based research - they all explore the social backgrounds and cultural 
performances of traquetos and some key actors around them: coca peasants and colonists, 
sicarios (hired killer) and drug couriers. Most interesting in these works is that the traqueto - a 
term explicitly used - is not merely presented as a criminal but as a powerful and dynamic social 
actor whose cultural impact has been enormous in Colombia. 

These empirical studies have influenced my work in three ways. Firstly, they served as 
methodological models to follow. Secondly, they encouraged me to make sense of drug dealers' 
performances and meanings from their own perspectives, some of which are often in 
contradiction with those of mainstream society and criminal justice agencies. Finally, they 
offered me empirical results with which I could contrast my own findings. 

However, my research group goes beyond these street and localised drug dealing 
networks. Colombian traquetos are on the one hand involved in international complex 
operations that involve several transactions, webs of organised groups, links with the legal 
economy, violence, corruption and money laundering. On the other, they are a particular national 
group with a privileged position in the world cocaine business. These two elements guarantee 
them a place in all criminological textbooks as another case of an ethnic or national group 
engaged in organised crime. 

1.3.2. Criminologists and the arranged marriage between ethnicity and organised crime 

Since the days in which organised crime in America was defined as an alien conspiracy (Cressey 
1969) run by minorities and immigrants, criminologists and officials have only enlarged the list 
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of ethnic minority groups with a prominent role in local or international organised crime: 
Sicilian mafia, Colombian and Mexican cartels, Chinese tongs and triads, Japanese yakuza, 
Vietnamese gangs, Jamaican posses, Nigerian and Turkish groups or, more recently, Red mafia 
gangs. The amount of research or books that purely attest the illegal activities of these groups is 
immense (for example, Ianni 1972; Abadinsky 1990; Williams ed. 1997) and all sorts of official 
reports periodically update that connection (Fijnaut et al. 1996; BKA 1998). Only in the field of 
drug trafficking in West Europe, the role of ethnic minorities or foreign groups has been 
repeatedly emphasised (Ruggiero and South 1995; OGD 1996a; Bovenkerk and Yesilgöz 1998). 

Bovenkerk (2000) has recently argued that the link between ethnic minorities and 
organised crime deserves further research. He finds the connection empirically grounded, 
socially relevant and ethically acceptable to study. By reviewing several theories and factors that 
could explain the link, he finally concludes that there are enough reasons to base a connection. 

Firstly, geo-political factors such as weak states, political conflicts, smuggling traditions, 
geographic isolation, or the existence of trading minorities can certainly facilitate the 
involvement of peripheral groups in organised crime. 

Secondly, Bovenkerk shows that the most accepted criminological theories explaining 
the aetiology of organised crime lead directly or indirectly to ethnic minorities. The strain 
between shared goals of economic success and denied institutional means to achieve them 
(Merton 1938) is expected to be stronger amongst the poor, the relative deprived, and so 
amongst some ethnic or national minorities. The theory of ethnic succession - new immigrant 
groups replace older ones that move out from organised crime through social mobility (Ianni 
1974) - claims that organised crime is arranged along ethnic lines. Further, Chicagoan theories 
on social disorganisation and cultural deviance argue that groups in the margins can more easily 
engage in organised crime due to their social and cultural distance with mainstream society 
(Shaw and McKay 1972; Whyte 1943). These groups are also ready to deploy techniques of 
neutralisation (Sykes and Matza 1957) to eliminate the moral objections against criminal 
behaviour. Finally, ethnic minorities that enjoy an objective opportunity to earn money illegally 
will take it if enough resources are available and social controls failed (Cohen and Felson 1979). 
While these social theories are often at odds, they all tend to revolve around the idea of 'deficit' 
and structural exclusion. 

Finally, a cultural approach also seems to back up a link. Family or ethnic ties are 
declared 'functional' to organised crime for their ability to control information flows, keep 
solidarity and secrecy, create trust and loyalty, construct symbols and exercise violence if 
required. These ideas permeate the thoughts of a wide range of criminologists, from subcultural 
theorists (Cohen 1955; Cloward and Ohlin 1960) to all sorts of mafia researchers. 

To a certain extent, my own study seems to follow this itinerary. After all, I will here try to 
identify the factors that make Colombia the major cocaine exporter in the world and the reasons 
that Colombians get involved in the cocaine business. 

However, things are not quite so straightforward. Bovenkerk himself warns about some 
pitfalls that should be avoided: 

"The idea of a link has been discredited by a stereotyped treatment of policymakers and enforcers 
who have focused on the exotic aspects of ethnicity or subculture. History has been turned into 
legends and traditions were supposed to explain rigid group structures and initiation ceremonies. 
According to Mahan (1998:52) investigators fell into "the ethnicity trap" by analysing organised 
crime as a self-contained cultural environment. Instead, the sociologically relevant question should 
be whether ethnicity and organised crime overlap and if it is ethnicity that explains anything. 
Perhaps such link is only spurious because (a) the term ethnic minority is inherently problematic 
and the product of a racially biased social construction or (b) the term organised crime is 
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questionable and its definition inevitably leads to the stipulation of minorities as the culprits or (c) 
organised crime as an economic phenomenon merely follows the logic of the market regardless of 
the ethnic descent of the people engaging in it." (Bovenkerk 2000). 

These three latter arguments are, in my opinion, more than hypothetical: they are real problems 
in the attempt to find a meaningful connection.14 Moreover, perhaps some of the factors and 
aetiological explanations of organised crime briefly sketched above deserve critical reassessment 
and do not lead so directly to poor, deprived ethnic minorities.'" 

While I will keep my focus upon the already broad topic of drug trafficking, some 
findings in this book are indeed framed within more general discussions on the nature of 
contemporary organised crime. In that debate, some views are less interested in ethnicity, and 
more in social networks and economy. 

1.3.3. Managers and network analysts: the art of fighting fluidity 

Mainly reacting against the most static and bureaucratic definitions of organised crime -
croups with pyramidal and hierarchical structure, fixed labour division, internal sanctions, and 
so on - criminologists have flirted with the notion of social network as developed by 
Boissevain (1974). He opposed structural-functional views on social groups by arguing that: 

"Instead of looking at man as a member of groups and institutional complexes passively obedient 

to their norms and pressures, it is important to try to see him as an entrepreneur who tries to 

manipulate norms and relationships for his own social and psychological benefit." (Boissevain 

1974:7). 

14 Firstly, the idea of a biased social construction of ethnic minorities and migrants - as deviant others, external or internal 
social threats, scapegoats, and so on - has been repeatedly illustrated by many scholars (De Haan and Bovenkerk 1993; 
Young 1999; Taylor 1999). Secondly, state-sanctioned definitions of organised crime (Ruggiero 1996) stressing internal 
characteristics (cohesion, structure), illegal methods (corruption, personal violence) and social illegitimacy (offenders with 
no respectability or social status) almost tautologically tend to target excluded ethnic minorities. In fact, as long as Western 
native groups successfully define organised crime as a 'transnational' threat to Western states, democracies and economies, 
there are good chances that organised crime groups will be mainly 'found' in poor countries, peripheral regions or non-
Western societies. Extensively, they will be singled out amongst immigrants from those areas. On the contrary, relational 
definitions that stress collusion with power structures (Blok 1974: 228), blur thin lines between legal and illegal profits 
(Passas and Nelken 1993), or consider social damage beyond the prestige or the nature of the perpetrators, may also find 
native, powerful and legitimate groups. This becomes evident if, for example, conventional organised and corporate crime are 
jointly' analysed (Ruggiero 1996). Finally, the primarily economic nature of organised crime is uncontested and will be 
discussed in section 1.3.4. 
' ! Ruegiero (1993: 135, 1996: 30) rightly argues that notions of 'deficit' - social and material deprivation, tradition and 
absence of state, lack of socialisation, social control deficit, and so on - are persistently used to explain organised crime. 
These notions fail to reveal why certain déviances become 'organised', and why certain 'deficits' do not lead to deviance or 
clearly block the chances to succeed as a criminal. For example, geo-political factors are crucial for a group or region to 
succeed in illegal activities, less as social problems (backwardness, poverty, wars) than in terms of social advantages (good 
natural resources, modern economic infrastructure, know-how, good connections, and so on). In fact, organised crime can 
only reproduce itself if it develops external relationships with street crime, collective clienteles, power structures, the legal 
economy and the society at large (1996: 33). Ruggiero points out that: 

"Organised crime thereby could be interpreted as an outcome of unfettered production, generated less by a 
deficit than a hypertrophy of opportunities. It could be seen as the effect of the gigantic and uncontrolled 
proliferation of ways in which status can be achieved; as an outcome of development rather than the 
consequence of underdevelopment" (Ruggiero 1993: 135). 

This miaht well explain, for example, why some of the wealthiest drug dealers in the world are ethnic Dutchmen. Finally, 
culturarperspectives are often crowded with reifying, taken for granted notions. Ethnicity and culture are presented as 
explanations for crime, when they should be in fact the very meanings and practices to be explained (Siegel and Bovenkerk 
2000). Concepts like trust, solidarity, loyalty or secrecy are presented as being unproblematic, both as attributes of ethnic 
groups and as resources in organised crime. 
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In the hands of crime analysts, this approach focuses on the social dynamics of 'criminal 
networks'. It tries to identify actors, to see how they are connected to each other, and to 
understand and evaluate the nature and intensity of criminal ties. Despite these promising 
aims, the approach has been reduced to a (potential) law enforcement instrument: how to hit 
on vulnerable spots in a criminal network and how to 'remove' a significant actor. It is 
therefore no wonder that most sympathisers of this view are police investigators, 
policymakers, crime managers or consultants, and ministerial researchers (Van Doom 1993; 
Jackson et al. 1996; Klerks 1996; Kleemans et al. 1998; Kleemans and Kruissink 1999). 

The problems with this approach applied to organised crime are obvious. It is unlikely, 
in my opinion, that the dynamic and complex nature of social relations can be grasped 
analysing police and judicial dossiers. They might tell something about group structures - in 
one particular moment, about detected criminals - and identify some global aspects about the 
social relations involved. Not even ethnographic methods can produce the detailed, systematic 
data on social relations (including names, events and mutual meanings) typical of social 
network analyses.16 

As a result, the approach is often misused. Firstly, while some crime managers 
sacrifice relevant social questions about relations, they place all their emphasis on charting 
networks to present them as aesthetic devices in research appendixes or as tools in computer 
programs. 

Secondly, a tendency exists to view networks-as-things-in-themselves, and to refer to 
criminal networks as mere synonyms of criminal groups or organisations (coalitions, for 
network analysts). In these cases, the bureaucratic approach to organised crime is not 
challenged: flexibility is incorporated into the 'criminal organisation'paradigm as just another 
attribute of the structure. Social relations do not form the base of networks: they are the 
networks. 

Network analysts recognise the flexible, loose and changing nature of illegal 
arrangements and transactions, for example amongst people involved in international drug 
trafficking. However, since their point of departure is crime and not sociology or economics, 
flexible relations inside these networks mean flexible criminal relations. All other dimensions 
of social linkages (familial, commercial, ethnic, labour, class, religious, gendered, 
geographical, political, legitimate, and so on) are only considered as context, as facilitators, as 
risk factors, but are isolated from what really matters: the criminal suspect and its criminal 
network.17 This view ignores that what is basically flexible around drug traffickers is the way 
in which money is made (flexible accumulation), the interaction between different types of 
legal and illegal economic units (businesses, enterprises, single entrepreneurs, brokers and 
financiers) and the way in which many sorts of employees work and divide tasks, risks and 
responsibilities (flexible specialisation). 

1.3.4. The economic rationale: illegal entrepreneurs, businesses and markets 

According to many authors, organised crime is based upon the same principles of legitimate 
business and should be primarily defined and studied as an economic phenomenon. Illegal 
enterprises produce, sell or distribute illegal goods or services to customers who know that the 
goods or services are illegal (Haller 1990). The illegal nature of their trade gives shape to 
business arrangements and social behaviours, for example regarding secret procedures, 
corruption, the use of violence or the profit investments. However, choices and patterns 

16 See Wasserman and Faust (1994) and Powell and Smith-Doerr (1995) for an overview of applications and achievements of 
social network analysis. 
17 See for example Kleemans et al. (1998) and Klerks (1996). 
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mainly follow a general economic rationale - profit-making in lucrative markets - which can, 
for example, explain who succeeds, who fails, and what social relations tend to develop 
around illegal enterprises. From this perspective, Colombian drug dealers can be regarded as 
drug (Langer 1977), illegal (Haller 1990; Block 1991), illicit (Smith 1975), criminal (Van 
Duyne et al. 1990) or mafia entrepreneurs (Arlacchi 1986). 

Drawing on Weber and Schumpeter, Arlacchi (1986) contrasts the type of traditional 
mafioso with present-day mafia entrepreneurs and enterprises. They are neither old-style men 
of honour and pure power brokers nor speculators and venture capitalists, but true innovative 
entrepreneurs with distinct markets, specific goods and new dynamic methods of production 
and distribution. In this way, Colombian traquetos share with other legal businessmen the 
three aspects of the Schumpeterian entrepreneur: an innovative quality in their economic 
operations; an element of rational calculation - evident for example in the management of risk 
and their investment strategies - and; an irrational, aggressive aspect which finds expression in 
the 'animal spirit'involved in the accumulation of wealth (Arlacchi 1986: xv). 

The focus on economic actors and action also allows for the study of the structure and 
dynamics of illegal markets. Fruitful research has been conducted on the ways in which drug 
enforcement policies affect drug markets at all levels (Dorn and South 1990; Dorn et al. 1992; 
Dorn et al. 1998; Reuter 1983; Reuter and Kleiman 1986; Reuter et al. 1990; Wagstaff 1989; 
Lewis 1989; Kennedy et al. 1993; Kopp 1995, 1997; Ruggiero and South 1995; Santino and 
LaFiura 1993; Santino 1994; Savonaet al. 1993; Wilson and Zambrano 1994). 

In Colombia, several researchers have analysed the structure of the cocaine industry 
and its impact on the regional and national economies (Camacho Guizado 1994; Gomez 1990; 
Hernandez and Tellez 1990; Kalmanovitz 1990, 1994; Krauthausen and Sarmiento 1991; 
Rocha 1997; Sarmiento 1990; Steiner 1997; Thoumi 1995, 1997; Uribe 1997). In fact, it is not 
criminologists but rather economists and political scientists who seem to play a key role in 
Colombian academic debates on the issue. In the Netherlands, the entrepreneurial approach 
has mainly been endorsed by Van Duyne (1993b, 1995) who studied different business crime 

enterprises. 
Some economic approaches on drug markets place a strong emphasis on geo-political 

factors and the ways in which politics and the illegal economy intertwine (Chambliss 1978, 
1988; Labrousse 1993, 1996; Lee 1989; 1991; Clawson and Lee 1996; Potter 1994). 

In my opinion, there are two risks attached to economic views. Firstly, there is a 
tendency to 'over-represent' illegal enterprises in organisational or bureaucratic terms. Drug 
producers, exporters, smugglers and importers are often regarded as belonging to 
'transnational corporations' (Zabludoff 1997). Their cross-border transactions are presumed to 
be sophisticated, well planned and integrated. Structures and connections are taken for granted 
with the deployment of grand economic categories,18 while more modest, conflictive or 
paradoxical developments are discarded. Business and labour relations, if addressed, are 
completely deprived from context and locality, and blended with a sense of extra-territorial 
unity (for a critique, see Hobbs and Dunnighan 1998). 

One should not think of cocaine enterprises as modern, bureaucratic structures. There 
are enough examples of 'entrepreneurs without enterprises' (Geertz 1979) or forms of 
entrepreneurship based on personal transactions that can be "more advanced in certain 
respects than the usual impersonal models, in that it makes use of naturally occurring social 

,8 It is not surprisine that, used by drug enforcement agencies, these economic notions usually refer to large business 
arrangements (cartels, firms, syndicates, branches, subsidiaries) or to functions (vice-presidents, representatives, and so on). 
Less impressive categories referring to small business, rotating tasks, informal transactions, work conditions or capital-labour 
relations are simply ignored and clearly absent from the jargon. 



20 Traquetos 

capital, a low-cost strategy" (Granovetter 1995: 140). Drug enterprises tend to be more 
dynamic, de-centralised, flexible, disorganised and smaller than often thought.19 

The second risk is to take for granted that illegal entrepreneurs are very different from 
legal ones. Arlacchi (1986), for example makes a clear distinction between good and bad 
innovators: 

"In the case of the mafia capitalist, his pursuit of rational goals interacts very differently with the 
extra-economic and irrational sphere of his entrepreneurial activity. Far from progressively 
enlarging the sway of values and conduct of a rational-capitalist type, the entrepreneurial practices 
of the mafiosi extend the domain governed by archaic and predatory attitudes. Mafia capital 
accumulation is encouraging the recrudescence of a whole range of a primitive behaviour patterns." 
(Arlacchi 1986: xvi). 

Supporters of a neat distinction between respectable businessmen and illegal entrepreneurs 
tend to see the latter as differently socialised (Sutherland 1949), as violent (Catanzaro 1992), 
or as negative entrepreneurs - unfair competition, bad effect on economic development, 
excessive financial resources, low wages, and so on - (Arlacchi 1986: 89-100). 

However, many authors have argued that such a division sounds like a moralistic 
artefact (Ruggiero 1993: 140), and have provided empirical evidence that blur the boundaries 
between illegitimate and legitimate business (Block and Chambliss 1981; Smith 1982; Van 
Duyne 1991; Ruggiero 1993, 1996; Passas and Nelken 1993; Santino 1994; Savona 1999; 
Taylor 1999). They show how legal business originates from illegal proceeds, how legal and 
illegal businesses mutually provide services to each other, and how they exchange behavioural 
models. Moreover, Naylor (1997) convincingly argues that actions and not actors should be at 
the centre of the debate: 

"The illegal dumping of toxic waste does the same environmental and public health damage 
whether the culprit is an Armani-suited political party bagman or a cigar-chomping gorilla with a 
heavy Sicilian accent." (Naylor 1997: 39) 

This book will explore not only different types of cocaine enterprises and entrepreneurs, but 
also their ability to articulate legal and illegal businesses or arrangements. 

Once defined as (illegal) entrepreneurs, an interesting input can also be offered by theories 
dealing with economy, ethnicity and immigration. The basic idea is that overseas immigrants can 
form middleman minorities (Bonacich 1973; Bonacich and Modell 1980) or ethnic enclaves 
(Wilson and Portes 1980; Portes and Jensen 1987; Portes 1995), which can facilitate the drug 
trade by providing social capital (Waldinger 1995), specific labour markets (Bailey and 
Waldinger 1991), trust (Granovetter 1995), infrastructure, and a social environment where to 
embed economic transactions (Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993). Ethnic economies (Light and 
Karageorgis 1995) consist of the self-employed, employers, their co-ethnic employees, and 
their unpaid family workers, showing various degrees of entrepreneurial capacity. Research in 
the US has revealed, for example, that the ethnic economies of Latino immigrants - Cubans, 
Mexicans and Puerto Ricans - differ significantly from each other (Portes and Rumbaut 1990). 
Some groups tend to develop ethnic enclaves (Wilson and Portes 1980; Wilson and Martin 
1982) while others remain with low paid jobs in the mainstream economy (Portes and Bach 

19 See for instance Reuter (1983), Haller (1990), Dom et al. (1992), Korf and Verbraeck (1993), Bovenkerk (1995b), 
Ruggiero (1995, 1996), Kleemans et al. (1998), and Dorn et al. (1998). Their empirical material reveals, despite the different 
perspectives, agendas, or conflicting arguments of the authors, the flexible interconnections between cocaine entrepreneurs 
and their employees, the changing nature of the transactions, and, of course, the different risks attached to various types of 
business and labour arrangements involved. 
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1985). Some can colonise particular occupational niches, while others deploy all sorts of 
informal strategies to survive in the host society (Lewis 1964, 1968; Sansone 1992). 

1.3.5. Sociology of work: labour relations in the cocaine business 

A final illuminating approach - certainly one I want to explore in this book - pushes the 
economic argument even further. Not only are criminal entrepreneurs or drug markets to be 
analysed in their relation with larger constellations, as illegal businesses, investors, service 
providers and so on. Organised crime, and particularly drug trafficking, should be also 
examined in relation to its specific labour market (Ruggiero 1993: 141). 

The idea that concepts from labour sociology such as specialisation, professionalism, 
job satisfaction, de-skilling or flexibility20 can contribute to the understanding of drug 
trafficking is reflected in a growing body of research (Mcintosh 1975; Adler 1985; Jonhson 
and Williams 1986; Reuter et al. 1990; Dorn et al. 1992; Hobbs 1995; Ruggiero 1995, 1996). 
At some stage, these researchers analyse crime or drug dealing as an occupation, as a job, as a 
task to perform for money. 

This 'crime-as-work' approach is relevant since most actors in the drug business are 
some sort of employees, holding various skills, running different risks, some with career and 
promotion expectations. Adler (1985) argues that: 

"Drug dealing, as an occupation, thus bears great similarity to the world of work. (...) Although the 
parallels between deviant and respectable work are limited, deviant occupations can be 
characterized by many of the same work problems, motivations, rewards, and experiences found in 
the legitimate world. (...) Drug dealers organised, planned, and executed their ventures in similar 
ways to other businessmen. They relied on an occupational body of knowledge which new recruits 
had to learn. A modicum of business acumen was required for success. It was also important to 
have contacts and networks of associates. Finally, dealers'occupational involvement took the form 
of a career, with the same entry, socialization, and retirement stages found among all workers, 
albeit manifested rather differently." (Adler 1985: 147-148). 

The analysis of labour relations within drug enterprises can reveal many things about 
the logic, the shape and the dynamic of such enterprises. It can also illustrate how actors are 
(and were before) connected with other labour markets or other (legal) employers, and how 
people are recruited, trained, paid or discarded. Finally, it might even reveal something about 
conflicting interests and personal profiles. 

Thus far the notions and approaches favoured in the present study. Colombian traquetos will 
be now presented as drug dealers, Latino immigrants, and illegal entrepreneurs and labourers. 

1 See Wood (ed.) (1989), Amin (1994) and Tilly and Tilly (1995). 


