
A 
Fi

gh
t f

or
 L

ife A Fight
for Life

Glyphosate and harm to reproductive health

Yaneth Valderrama was four 
months pregnant when three 
small planes sprayed her with 

glyphosate in Solita, Caquetá.  
This is the story of a fight for life. 

The aerial spraying of illicit crops 
with glyphosate has left an invisible 
trail that affects life in the Colom-
bian countryside and puts the health 
of campesino communities at risk.  

However, the implications for women’s 
sexual health and reproductive rights 
have rarely been given enough study. 
Based on Yaneth Valderrama’s story 
and the struggle of her husband, Iván 
Medina, this graphic novel seeks to 
shed light on this conversation.
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But do you know from where death comes,  

from above or from below?

- Pablo Neruda.





The day Iván and Yaneth 
got married they did 
so out of love and with 
the hope of starting a 
family together. Living 
in Solita, a municipality 

far from Caquetá, was not an 
inconvenience for them. They loved 
the countryside and felt tied to that 
land where they knew there was so 
much to do. Their story is that of 
so many Colombian families, full 
of hopes and dreams curtailed by 
external factors. Families affected 
by the violence of state neglect 
end up involved in situations that 

they neither chose nor should have 
experienced.

The story of Iván Medina is 
the story of a man willing to fight 
tirelessly for the pursuit of justice 
for his family. This is also the story 
of Yaneth Valderrama, who was 
deprived of the possibility of living a 
full and happy life, and of having a 
child she wanted.

Their struggle is that of so many 
who never lose hope of living in a 
country where we all have equal 
opportunities and rights, and where 
the word justice isn’t meaningless. 
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We did it, Dad!

This is historic. It's the first 
case of death from glyphosate 
they ever accept.

 Iván, we have great news for you. Your 
case was admitted by the Inter-American 

Commission on Human Rights. 

We will never forget the day we got the notification.
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1998
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This was a twenty-year struggle. Twenty years without my  
wife and son. Twenty years of seeking justice and reparations.

2018
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Before my life changed forever, I was a day laborer in Solita, a town on 
the Caquetá River. Solita, which means "lonesome" in Spanish, was not 

just the town's name; we were truly alone there, far from everything. 
Florencia, the capital, is more than four hours away on a road  

full of landslides and cracks.
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I came looking for work and a 
place to start a family with Yaneth, 

a strong, intelligent woman I fell 
in love with. By the sweat of our 

brows, we managed to buy a small 
parcel of land from her brother.  

We were very happy. 

It's perfect, Iván. with some hard work you’ll see 
how we turn this into a great place. 
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Comadre, what do you recommend 
for rheumatism pain? 

I have just the thing for that. 

She worked hard everyday to take care of the house. She also used 
her knowledge about plants and remedies to help those in need. 
Everyone in the neighborhood loved her.



We were blessed with two 
daughters who filled us with 
joy and gave us even more 

strength to get ahead. I used to 
go out early to work the field. 
Between caring for the girls 

and household chores, Yaneth 
always had a lot to do.

 I don't know how you do it all. The house 
is always radiant, the garden is blooming 

and full of plants. 15



The news that she was pregnant again filled us with joy.

Guess what ... Today the doctor 
confirmed it: it’s a boy!

A boy? Really? Now our family  
is complete.
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When will our little 
brother be born?

The arrival of our son had us all excited.  
We couldn't talk about anything else.  

 I hope it's soon! I want  
to take care of him. 

We have to be patient. We can start by 
thinking about what his name will be.
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Yaneth had very few medical checks because we did not have a health 
center nearby, so we had to wait for the community health worker 
to come to us. Since she was healthy and took care of herself with 
medicinal plants, we didn't worry too much about that.

Chamomile, basil, peppermint, anise ... 
Everything is growing. 
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We didn't always have running water or light, but we believed things would 
get better. We felt that we would be rewarded for our hard work and that 
everything would make sense with the arrival of our child.
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 I will never forget what happened on September 28th, 1998.
 It was a Monday and we got up early as usual. 

Iván, can you take the girls to school?  
I have to go wash the clothes in the brook. 

Sure, I'll do it. But you be careful. 
Don't overwork yourself.

Don't worry. Our child is strong and healthy. 
I think he’s going to be even bigger  

than his sisters.   20





 Everything seemed normal until the rumbling 
started ... It was a very loud noise that seemed 
to come from everywhere.
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Yaneth knew that noise very well. We were 
used to the planes that passed by, but these 
ones were flying very low. She started running 
as fast as she could towards the house.
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She didn't make it. They sprayed her from head to toe with poison.
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As soon as she arrived at the house, 
she washed herself to remove what 
had been sprayed on her.

They sprayed me with that 
disgusting smelly poison! Good 

thing the girls weren't with me.  
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We knew what glyphosate was because it wasn't the first 
time it was sprayed in the area. No doctors would come 
here, no teachers; but those planes did. They sprayed it 
to spoil the coca crops, but that thing killed everything. 

Wherever it was sprayed, the earth became dry,  
and then only bitter herbs would grow from the soil. 

They sprayed that glyphosate thing 
again. The plantain crop is lost.
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We were never interested 
in growing coca. They 
paid well for it around the 
area and sometimes it was 
the only thing that people 
could really sell. We never 
wanted to do it. We didn't 
want to get in trouble with 
anyone or live in fear. 
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When I arrived 
in the afternoon, 
I realized that 
something was 
wrong. Yaneth was 
not one to complain.

I immediately 
had a bad feeling.   

I feel strong stomach cramps and  
a burning sensation inside me.

Mija, is the child coming? You'd better 
lie down and get some rest.
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I had never seen her like this before.

Do you feel a little better?

I don't understand what's wrong 
with me. I hope it's not that poison.

But you washed it off quickly ...  
I'm sure you'll feel better soon. 

We went to bed...
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At about 1:30 in the morning I woke up. I could feel her tossing  
and turning in bed.

What's wrong? Are you still sick?

Yes ... It hurts so bad! 

We should go to Florencia, to the 
hospital. I'm borrowing the car  

from your brother. 



As soon as Yaneth started to get ready, we saw she was bleeding. We left the 
house at 2 a.m. I wanted to get there fast, but you never knew with that road.  
I prayed that there would be no landslides so that it wouldn’t take longer than 
the usual four hours.
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I was going as fast as I could. 
Yaneth was still feeling very bad.  
I was trying to cheer her up.  

 My bones hurt. It's hard to breathe ... 
What’s wrong with me? I had two daughters 

without any problems back home and  
look at me now, Iván... 

Don't say that mija ... We’re almost there. 
Doctors will know what's going on and 
what to do. You are young and healthy. 
Don't worry. Everything will be fine. 
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We made it to the 
hospital at 5:30 a.m. 
We arrived straight 
to the ER. 

Your wife arrived here with an incomplete 
abortion. We had to perform a curettage.

A what? I don't understand what's going 
on. What do you mean? She's pregnant.

I'm sorry. There was nothing we could do.

Has anything happened to your 
wife in the last few days?

Well, they sprayed her with 
glyphosate. I don't know if that  

had anything to do with it. 
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We lost our son just like that.  
I couldn't do anything to stop it. 
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Just because they wanted to kill that plant,  
they tore apart all our dreams.
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Goodbye to all our hopes. Yaneth 
was not tested or anything after the 
procedure. We were told to go home 
and that she would recover in a few 
days. But that’s not what happened. 

You aren't walking well. How are you feeling?

I feel very weak, and my legs 
are cramping up.  

It's been weeks and you still  
aren't better..
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 We went many times to have her 
checked. We did everything the 

doctors told us to do. Nothing 
made her better. I always 
answered the same thing.

It's very strange that she isn't feeling better. 
Did something change in her daily routine? Did 

anything in particular happen to her?

She was always fine and healthy. You can see here 
the last check she had with the local community 
health worker. She was doing perfectly, and the 
pregnancy was going well. The only weird thing is 

they sprayed her with glyphosate. 
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Yaneth kept getting  
worse. She was getting 
skinnier, her skin had a 
bad color, and she  
almost didn't eat. 

I brought the remedies prescribed  
at the last appointment.

Were they too expensive again?

Don't think about it, mija. All that matters 
is that you feel better. 
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Six months after miscarriage, Yaneth was still feeling very bad.

Did you sleep badly again last night? 
You couldn’t stop moving.

I can't rest, I choke easily, my bones hurt ...  
I don't even have the strength to brush  

the girls' hair anymore.  
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Despite how difficult it was for us, we decided to return to Florencia.

Are you sure? The hospital is far away 
and, if we go, we are going to stop 

working for a few days.

I just feel you are not well at all. You put up 
with a lot, but nothing we've done has worked. 

It's better if they check you up there.
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At the hospital they found her in such a delicate state 
that they told us it was best if we went to Cali. That's 

over 14 hours away! The worst part is they told me  
I had to take her because there was no ambulance.  

I had to borrow the car again. In Cali we had no 
family or anyone to help us...

Mijo, I'll take care of the girls. Leave as soon 
as possible. Yaneth is looking very ill.

It breaks my heart to see her like this, mom. 
She can barely talk anymore. Let's see if we 

finally find an answer in Cali. 
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The journey felt 
like an eternity. 

Yaneth was feeling 
very bad. I could 

only drive and try 
to get there quickly. 
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She was admitted 
to the clinic and the 
days went by. The 
few savings we had 
ran out in the blink 
of an eye. 

Lend me some money, please. You know I'll pay for it. 
Yaneth is still very sick. 
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Yaneth was hospitalized in Cali for twenty-two days. I never lost hope that  
she would recover, that a miracle would happen, but it wasn't like that...

Mrs. Yaneth passed away. We’re really sorry.

It's like her whole system collapsed. 
It's a very unusual case for someone her 
age. Even if we had been able to keep 

her alive, her quality of life would have 
significantly deteriorated. Her organs 

were severely compromised.
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The news devastated me. I didn't know what I was going to do without her.
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First it was our baby boy ... The dreams we had of seeing 
our family grow. Now, Yaneth, the heart of the house. How 
am I supposed to keep going without them? 

I felt like my life was falling apart... 
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The director 
of the clinic 
spoke to me. 

Look, Mr. Medina, I've been going through your 
wife's medical records and I'm going to tell 
you something. Go and bury her, comfort 
your daughters. After that, get yourself 
a good lawyer to sue the state, because I 
think your wife was killed by glyphosate. 

50



What she told me 
stuck with me. That 

herbicide that makes 
the earth dry had 

done the same to my 
wife: it had dried her 

from the inside out.  
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As soon as 
I arrived in 
Florencia to pick 
up my daughters, 
I went to the 
Prosecutor's 
Office to file a 
complaint. That 
wasn't going  
to give me my  
wife back, but  
I couldn't sit still 
or accept what 
had happened  
to us. The  
case didn't  
go through.

She was fine until the glyphosate fell on her. She 
didn't have any complications; she was a healthy 
woman and look ... First it was the pregnancy 

loss and then it was Yaneth who died.  

Anything could have caused the abortion. Your 
wife died five months later. When have you 

ever seen anything kill so slowly? Glyphosate 
is non-toxic. What you want is to blame 

someone for your misfortune. 
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That was the first of the many doors that would shut in my face,

but Yaneth had taught me to 
fight, and I wasn't going to 
give up that easily.
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My life was never the same again. The debts I had from Yaneth's  
medical expenses and burial forced me to sell everything. 
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The girls 
missed their 
mom and 
asked about 
her every day. 
I didn’t have 
it in me to tell 
my youngest 
one the truth. 

 When is my mom coming back from her 
trip? She's been gone a long time.  
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Although my family offered 
to take care of the girls,  
I decided that I would not 
separate from them. I settled 
in Florencia where I had to 
start from scratch. It was 
not easy. I knew how to be a 
farmer, how to work the land.
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There's a position as a security guard.  
Let me know if that works for you.

Anything works for me. I need to give  
my daughters a future. 
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The change was hard, but I slowly adapted.  
I had to learn to be both father and mother to my daughters. 

Here's your snacks. I have already left the food ready. 
I'll wash your uniforms tonight. 
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I did what I could, but a mother can't be replaced. 

 I miss her very much. My mom would 
understand what's happening to me.  

Dad, what was she like? What did she like to eat? 
What was her favorite color? I can barely remember 

her anymore. It's so sad. 59



On the nights  
I was on duty,  
I listened to  
the radio. 

This week, glyphosate spraying in 
Caquetá is restarting. The results 

have shown that this is an effective 
and safe method in the fight against 

drug trafficking…
It was as if they were talking about 

a different country, one that did not 
understand the suffering of people like 

me in their fields. 
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In the newspapers I saw the same thing. No one talked about 
the people affected by these fumigations. We didn't exist. 

The lives of my wife and so many 
others didn't seem to matter.

61



During that time, I did not stop seeking justice, but no door seemed to open. No one 
wanted to hear that glyphosate was bad or that the army could be to blame for what 
had happened to us.

The medical record says nothing about 
glyphosate inducing her abortion.  
How are you going to prove it?

The herbicide is slightly toxic, like any other, but 
nothing more. There was something about that lady 

that made her sick.

62



If there was fumigation it's because there was coca. What 
were you up to that got you into trouble? That's what 

happens to coca growers. What else did you expect? I should 
be investigating you instead! 
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What people told me tormented me for many nights 
and filled me with doubts.

Iván, don't wear yourself out anymore 
... When have people like us ever won 

anything in this country?

But the memory of Yaneth and our baby gave me 
strength to keep fighting. 

Spend your time working instead. 
Your daughters need it.

Do you want to get killed or 
what? You want to leave the 

girls orphaned? 

If that thing was harmful to people, how 
could you think they would spray it out 

of planes?
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And one day a small 
window opened.
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I was contacted by the law firm Conde 
Abogados. They wanted to hear about 
my case. It was the first time someone 
listened to me without judging me. They 
validated that what had happened to me 
was wrong. 

We are convinced that your wife was 
the victim of an injustice, Iván. We 
will help you prove that the State 
is responsible for her death and the 

loss of her pregnancy.

They explained many 
things to me that I did 
not know and helped me 
feel safe. What I wanted 
was fair and I shouldn't 
give up. 

66



In 2000, we filed a lawsuit to 
have the Ministry of Defense pay 
us reparations but seven years 
later, the petition was denied.
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Even though 
I didn't have 
positive results, 
I didn't think 
to stop. I owed 
it to Yaneth 
and the son we 
couldn't meet.

In Colombia we’ve already exhausted all resources. We can 
still resort to international bodies. We think they're 
going to want to hear us out. It's not going to be easy 
and it's going to take time, but it's worth a try.

We, like you, believe that a great 
injustice was committed here and that 
the Colombian State must recognize it.

68



Nothing prepared me for what came next. The 
frustration, the helplessness. I saw months and years 

go by. You keep living but you keep thinking about 
the case. I kept my ears peeled in case something 

came up, in case they’d answer, in hopes  
one day justice could be done.
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I managed to get on with my life and to get my girls ahead, but I never forgot what  
I once had. I never stopped thinking about the family they took from me.
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On June 21st, 2018, twenty years after losing 
Yaneth and the promise of another child, the 
phone rang…

Iván, the Inter-American Commission on Human 
Rights has just accepted your case and declared 
that the Colombian State is possibly liable for 

the death of your wife.
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I hope the hardest part is over. No one can bring back my wife and son, but perhaps  
my story and my struggle can prevent something like this from happening again and 
help other families to find justice.
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Iván continues to work as a security guard in Florencia, Caquetá. 
Together with his daughters, he hopes that the decision of the In-
ter-American Commission on Human Rights will determine the 
responsibility of the Colombian State and grant them economic 
reparation and the emotional distress and suffering these losses 
caused Yaneth's death and miscarriage. 

The main demands that Iván Medina, in 
solidarity with other victims of glypho-
sate, is presenting to the IACH include: 

Although everything indicates that justice 
will be done for Iván and his family, the truth 
is that his story is an exception. Few of those 
affected have dared to face the stigmas and 
the obstacles they encounter when reporting 
to national authorities, let alone those who 
have the necessary support to carry out a 
process before international bodies.

absolvement of campesinos 
who were labeled as coca-growing 
narco-terrorists, payment for material damages,
including the loss of crops and land, and  
acknowledgment of the damage 
caused by the Colombian state. 
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To date, the IACHR has accepted the cases of 
two Colombian women, Yaneth Valderrama 
and Doris Alape, who suffered complications in 
their pregnancies as a result of exposure to gly-
phosate sprays during the war against drugs.

In 2017, the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights  
admitted complaints by Doris and other campesinos, conside-
ring that there is a possible violation of articles 4, 5, 8, 19, 21, 
25 and 26 of the American Convention on Human Rights.

Learning about these stories allows us to value the resilien-
ce of many families unjustly impacted by the war on drugs 
as well as understand the human toll that hides behind 
cold, hard statistics.

In Doris' case, the events occurred between April 15th and May 30th, 1999, in the municipality of Chapa-
rral, Tolima. The rugged geography in the area meant that the spraying had to be carried out from a height 
of 300 meters and not from 100 meters as indicated by Decree 1843 of 1991. As a result, the herbicide was 
spread without control: “the product fell indiscriminately on mountains, houses, domestic and wild animals, 
crops, pens, water sources and schools.” Doris was sprayed with glyphosate along with 22 local farmers. She 
quickly showed signs of poisoning and was taken to a health center where she gave birth at just 28 weeks. 
After a week in intensive care, her son died.
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Six months after the spraying, 
Yaneth continues to present 

serious health complications. She 
is referred to the Valle de Lili 

Hospital in Cali. On May 23d, Yaneth 
dies in the hospital due to  
miltisystem organ failure.

Iván's 
Struggle 
Throughout Time

September 
1998

Yaneth is sprayed with 
glyphosate. That same night, 
she loses her child as a result 

of an incomplete abortion.

November 
1999

The complaint reaches the Military 
Criminal Justice that refrains from 
opening an investigation considering 
that there is not enough evidence to 
hold the National Army responsible 

for Yaneth’s death.

May  
1999 

May 
1999

Iván files the first complaint with the 
prosecutor's office in Florencia, Caquetá, 
but the complaint is rejected because, 

according to the municipal representative, 
there is not enough evidence to 

demonstrate the link between the 
spraying and Yaneth’s death.76



July
2007

the lawsuit is rejected again 
because the relationship between 

Yaneth's abortion and the 
fumigation is not accepted. 

Septiembre 
2020

The Center for Reproductive Rights, along with the 
Group of Epidemiology and Population Health, publishes 
Reproductive Health and Glyphosate, an investigation 
that seeks to gather the findings on the matter 

and provide evidence to Iván's case before the  
Inter-American Commission on Human Rights.  

July
2000

In 2000, Iván sues the 
Ministry of Defense 

before the Administrative 
Jurisdiction.

July 
2008

Iván's case is taken up by the law 
firm De Conde, which collects the 
evidentiary material to present 
the case to the Inter-American 
Commission on Human Rights. 

June 
2018

On June 21, 2018, the IACHR declared the case 
against the Colombian State admissible, 
considering that there is enough evidence  

to point to it as possibly liable  
for Yaneth’s death. 
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Key moments in 
the regulation of 
glyphosate herbicide 
in Colombia

1992
The use of the glyphosate herbicide is 
authorized by the National Narcotics Council.

2003
The Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Ministry of Environment and Sustainable 
DevelopmentDevelopment issues Resolution 1054Resolution 1054 that 
regulates the spraying protocol (formula of use 
and flight height among other specifications).

The Ministry of Health and Social Ministry of Health and Social 
ProtectionProtection calls for the suspension of 
glyphosate use for the eradication of illicit 
crops because it entails a potential risk to 
human health.

2015
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2017
The Constitutional CourtConstitutional Court warns  
that a "decision-making, participatory, 
impartial and rigorous" process  
must be available in order to  
resume glyphosate use. 

Sources: 
Center for Reproductive Rights and Group on Epidemiology and Population Health, Reproductive Health and Glyphosate, 2020. 
Center for Reproductive Rights, Reproductive Violence in the Framework of the Armed Conflict, 2020.

2015
The National Environmental Licensing Agency National Environmental Licensing Agency 
suspends the license of glyphosate through 
Resolution 1214 in order to prevent and  
avoid infringment on the right to health. 

2022
After studying four writs for protection of 
fundamental rights of social and campesino 
organizations, the Constitutional Court Constitutional Court 
rejects the process of the Environmental 
Management Plan with which the government 
sought to resume the use of glyphosate 
fumigations considering that the communities' 
right to participationright to participation was not respected.
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If you want to learn more about this fight, go to:

www.unaluchaporlavida.com

There you can access the animated 
version of the novel as well as 
digital pedagogical resources.
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Yaneth Valderrama was four 
months pregnant when three 
small planes sprayed her with 

glyphosate in Solita, Caquetá.  
This is the story of a fight for life. 

The aerial spraying of illicit crops 
with glyphosate has left an invisible 
trail that affects life in the Colom-
bian countryside and puts the health 
of campesino communities at risk.  

However, the implications for women’s 
sexual health and reproductive rights 
have rarely been given enough study. 
Based on Yaneth Valderrama’s story 
and the struggle of her husband, Iván 
Medina, this graphic novel seeks to 
shed light on this conversation.
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