THE PROCESS – Sequence 1 – Chapter 1 – El Naya
Five young men, Colombian born, between the ages of 12 and 22, are stripping leaves from coca plants on a farm high up in the Andes, just below the clouds, on the eastern downslope of the mountain range. Their fingers and palms are covered with scraps of cloth to protect their skin from abrasion, and they’re all wearing wide-brimmed hats to shelter their faces from the sun.
The plants are arranged in columns four feet wide by thirty yards long. Strips of dirt remain on the ground in between the columns, allowing the pickers to maneuver between the columns as they pick.
It’s late afternoon and they began picking just after dawn.
This section of the farm occupies nearly three acres and contains a good 12,000 coca plants. Each plant costs just seven cents, and it takes five months from planting until the bushes are mature enough to harvest.
After stripping handfuls of leaves, the pickers place the leaves into large sacks that are standing erect next to their feet. Each sack holds ten kilos of leaves – around 22 pounds. They get paid by the kilo.
On a good day, each picker can pocket forty-one dollars for his efforts. In this remote area, far from civilization, not one of them could earn half that much from any other source of livelihood. If it weren’t for coca farms, there would be no economy in this part of Colombia.
This farm sits on the eastern edge of one of the most lucrative drug trafficking routes in the world. Colombians call it El Naya.
A sixth man, around 40, supervises their work and helps by supplying a new bag each time one is filled. He tags each bag with the picker’s name, then carries it off to the side and sets it in the back of an old wooden wagon. He earns twenty-five dollars per day for his work.
___
A man on the back of a mule comes riding up to check on the pickers.
Underneath a white cowboy hat, he’s wearing a light blue dress shirt, no tie, tan dress slacks and cowboy boots. He’s 31 years old and looks just like the legendary fictional character Juan Valdez, who did all those TV commercials for the Colombian coffee growers.
And that’s what he calls himself – Juan Valdez – although that’s not his real name. Not many people know his true identity. He’s part of the current generation of Colombian narcos who call themselves “Invisibles” and keep low profiles.
Almost the exact opposite of the flamboyant Pablo Escobar, this man wears clothes off the rack, drives a Toyota, and lives in a modest apartment in the suburbs of Cali. He never carries a gun and owns three legitimate businesses to complete his cover and launder his profits.
He cut his teeth as a member of the Cali Cartel before going off on his own two years earlier. He’s a stickler for detail and oversees the production of each crop from start to finish. As a result, his narco business is flourishing. He stands to profit more than $100 million on the current project he’s putting together – if all goes according to plan.
After a quick inspection of the pickers, he rides over to the supervisor.
[bookmark: Lab]And after a brief conversation with the supervisor, Juan Valdez rides back out the way he came in
___
Three-quarters of a mile away, nestled under dense jungle overgrowth, sits the next step for the coca pickers – the paste lab.
The structure is little more than a large lean-to shack with no walls. The ceiling consists of corrugated aluminum panels, just over two feet wide by eight feet long, attached to a wooden framework above. A tent of dark green plastic rises above the aluminum panels. The tent serves the dual purpose of protection from the elements and detection from prying eyes from patrol planes overhead.
The floor is smooth cement, and it’s already half full of freshly picked coca leaves.
A mule is tethered outside the lean-to. It belongs to Juan Valdez, who’s inside looking at the leaves and talking to the man who runs the lab. That man’s in his mid-40s and dressed in work pants and a long-sleeved shirt. When they finish talking, they shake hands.
Then Juan Valdez goes outside, gets on his mule, and rides away.
___
A few minutes later, a mule-drawn wagon arrives at the paste lab. The supervisor from the coca farm is driving and the pickers are walking, two beside the wagon and three behind the wagon. The pickers look fatigued.
The supervisor parks the wagon close to the lab.
The pickers unload the sacks they picked earlier, then line up single file just outside the lab.
Just inside the lab, two young men are standing next to two scales. They’re wearing knee-high rubber boots, long pants, and long-sleeved shirts. After they weigh each picker’s sacks, the man in his mid-forties steps forward and pays the pickers.
Then the pickers leave.
___
The floor of the lab is already half-covered with leaves from another crew.
The two young men start emptying the contents of the new sacks onto the floor, which fills the floor the rest of the way with coca leaves. One of the young men starts raking the leaves until they look like a series of ocean waves rolling in toward shore – nearly two feet high.
Then the other young man cranks up a gas-powered weed whacker and starts chopping the leaves. Two lengthy passes with the weed whacker turns the leaves into mulch.
Next, the man in his mid-40s steps forward and sprinkles salt, lime, and nutrimol onto the leaves, mixing everything as evenly as possible.
Nutrimol is a mineral supplement containing seaweed extracts, copper, zinc, magnesium chelates, and sixty other essential trace elements, minerals, and amino acids. Ordinarily, nutrimol is used as a dietary supplement for farm animals and pets.
Then comes another pass with the weed whacker. With the chemicals now mixed into the leaves, a fermentation process begins that further reduces the mix and removes the alkaloid from the leaves. When he’s finished the third pass, they’re looking at 250 kilos – or 550 pounds – of a fine mix.
The young men then shovel that mix into three 55-gallon barrels. They fill the barrels almost to the top with the mulch, then top off the barrels with gasoline, which removes the remaining alkaloid.
Next comes draining the gasoline mixture into buckets, then pouring the new mixture into three more 55-gallon barrels. This step sifts the mixture through a filter to remove any remaining impurities.
Then the older man adds more chemicals. Overnight, these chemicals will transform the liquid into a paste.
Tomorrow, they’ll chop the paste until it resembles large chunks of white fudge. Then they’ll bag the chunks, package them neatly in plastic, and get them ready for shipment on the next leg of the journey.
The two young men earn eleven dollars for their day’s work, and the chemist earns fourteen.
[bookmark: My_Friend_calls]Finished for the day, they leave the lab and walk off along a narrow dirt path that leads into the jungle.
___
