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Rep. Eliot Engel Rep. Michael McCaul

Chairman Ranking Member

House Foreign Affairs Committee House Foreign Affairs Committee
Sen. James Risch Sen. Bob Menendez

Chairman Ranking Member

Senate Foreign Relations Committee Senate Foreign Relations Committee
The Honorable James W. Carroll The Honorable Mike R. Pompeo
Director Secretary of State

Office of National Drug Control Policy Department of State

Dear Sirs:

On behalf of the Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission, and pursuant to Public Law
114-323, we are pleased to submit the following report with our review of US foreign policy in
the Americas to reduce the flow of illicit drugs and the damage associated with drug trafficking.

Our recommendations provide a roadmap for cost-effective, evidence-based drug control
policies that will address their fundamental objective: reducing the number of American lives
lost to drugabuse.

Drug trafficking is a complex, constantly evolving threat that requires a comprehensive but
flexible approach. We believe our recommendations will enable the US government to
implement a long-term, inter-agency strategy that can be adapted to the needs of our Latin
American partners. It also provides for an evidence-based approach based on relevant
indicators and periodic assessments.

Over the past year and a half, the Western Hemisphere Drug Policy (WHDPC) has held
meetings and workshops with US officials, foreign diplomats, and independent experts in the
fields of drug control and foreign assistance. Commissioners and staff members also traveled
to Colombia, Mexico, and Central America to assess US policies in the field.

The findings and recommendations in this report have been agreed to unanimously by the eight
Members of the Commission. We call on Congress and the President to consider this report
fully and take action to address the ongoing tragedy of illegal drug abuse and trafficking.
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Finally, we would like to thank Congressman Eliot Engel, Chair of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee, for his leadership on this issue. As Representative Engel remarked in May 2019
when he swore the Commissioners in: “It is long past time to take a fresh look at U.S. drug
policy and make sure we have the best strategy moving forward.”

Respectfully yours,
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Executive Summary

Our collective failure to control either drug abuse or drug trafficking has exacted an enormous
human toll. In the United States more than 500,000 people have died from overdoses over the past
decade, soaring to an unprecedented 71,000 deaths in 2019. In Latin America, increasing substance
abuse combined with drug-related homicides have ruined many more lives.

The illicit drug industry has evolved far more rapidly than our efforts to contain it. Traditional
dichotomies no longer apply. Developed nations both manufacture and abuse synthetic opioids;
developing countries both produce and consume dangerously addictive plant-based substances.
Throughout our hemisphere, the poor suffer most. Those who are socially and economically
marginalized are more likely to develop drug use disorders and more likely to be victimized by
criminal gangs.

The Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission is an independent, bipartisan entity with a two-
fold mission: evaluate a range of US counternarcotics programs in the Americas and then make
recommendations to improve them.

Our mandate is to review policies in this hemisphere, though we recognize that drug abuse and
trafficking are global problems, especially with the rise of powerful synthetics that can be produced
and sold almost anywhere.

Organized crime—powered largely but not exclusively by illegal drug trafficking—also threatens the
region’s still fragile democracies. The most extreme example is Venezuela, a democracy that has
devolved into dictatorship, defying financial sanctions with the help not only of other unfriendly
states—such as Cuba, Russia, and Iran—but also of transnational criminal organizations, including
illegal drug and gold smugglers.

Anincreasingly complex threat requires a more agile, adaptive long-term strategy. We need smarter
international policies within an interagency effort led by the State Department. Our overall effort
should focus on accomplishing a fundamental foreign policy goal: reducing the supply of dangerous
drugs by helping partner governments in Latin America counter vicious transnational criminal
organizations.

This inter-agency effort must also address the challenge of money-laundering. US policymakers
need to develop data-driven tools to detect and block the flow of illicit funds using new techniques
such as cryptocurrencies and complex cross-border financial transactions.

The White House Office of National Drug Control Policy should ensure that these policies are cost
effective, providing the executive branch with research-based analysis and performance
evaluations that measure both the positive and negative impacts of law enforcement and foreign
assistance.

The Commission’s evaluation of US policy in the region shows promising results: our assistance
programs in Colombia are providing licit livelihoods in coca-growing regions; our capacity building
in Mexico has strengthened criminal justice reforms; our police reform, anti-corruption, and
violence prevention efforts have helped the troubled nations of Central America’s Northern
Triangle—El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras—make progress—albeit unevenly—toward more
effective governance.

Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission 1
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The United States and its partners have also strengthened anti-money-laundering regulations,
collecting data that can potentially be used to uncover the financial networks that perpetuate
organized crime, corruption, and terrorism.

US-supported counternarcotics policies sometimes cause considerable harm, however,
complicating rather than curbing drug trafficking and drug-related crimes. Coca eradication has
moved illicit crops to marginal regions, threatening vulnerable communities. Kingpin targeting has
fractured drug cartels, heightening inter- and intra-gang violence. Anti-money laundering efforts
have spurred black and grey market innovations as traffickers and their financial enablers move
from bulk cash smuggling into elaborate trade-based schemes and digital transactions.

Amid the economic havoc wreaked by COVID-19, it is more important than ever for the US
government to spend its counternarcotics budget effectively. The pandemic has exacerbated
conditions that are worsening our ongoing opioid crisis, such as lack of adequate treatment,
economic distress, and social isolation. It is also likely to further weaken security and justice
institutions in the Latin American countries that produce drugs or lie along drug transit routes.

Two truisms about counternarcotics policy bear repeating: we cannot control the supply of
dangerous drugs without also reducing demand and we cannot curb demand without also limiting
supply. We may never end illegal drug trafficking, just as we cannot eliminate substance abuse. But
we can better manage these deadly problems with a comprehensive strategy designed to address
underlying causes and conditions, carefully measure progress, and eliminate or mitigate adverse
consequences.

US policy to reduce drug demand has evolved in recent years. Since 2010, Congress has increased
spending on treatment and prevention significantly, appropriating nearly double the amount spent
during the previous decade. Though funding remains inadequate, policymakers understand the
need for science-based approaches that treat substance abuse as a disease, not simply a crime or
moral failing.

The federal government should apply the same scientific rigor to foreign supply-reduction efforts:
designing and implementing a cost-effective, interagency strategy with carefully targeted policies
to curb the flow of dangerous drugs into the United States while addressing institutional
weaknesses in drug producing and transit countries that allow transnational criminal organizations
to flourish.

Recommendations

Empower the State Department to develop and coordinate a whole-of-government effort to
counter transnational criminal organizations abroad and reduce the foreign supply of illicit drugs.
The Under Secretary for Political Affairs should be charged with coordinating a whole-of-
government effort to counter transnational organized crime.

= The Undersecretary for Political Affairs should work with all relevant departments and
agencies including USAID, federal law enforcement agencies, the US Treasury and the
Department of Defense, to develop and implement coherent regional five-year
international drug control strategies to reduce illicit drug trafficking, disrupt criminal
networks, and discourage money laundering.

2  Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission
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= To maximize organizational efficiencies and effectiveness, the Bureau of International
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL) should be moved into Political Affairs at the
Department of State.

= The Department of State needs long-term, flexible funding authorities, as well as the
authority to disburse emergency funds to provide targeted assistance so that partner
governments can prevent or contain emerging threats.

Replace the drug certification and designation process with more effective tools to assess
country efforts to counter transnational crime and sanction those who fail to act. The current
certification process offends our partners and does little to deter corrupt practices in
unfriendly nations.

INL should produce a global report reviewing country efforts to counter trafficking and other
transnational crimes, including US policies. This report should also assess whether US sanctions
such as the Kingpin Act effectively target the most dangerous criminal organizations, especially
those responsible for trafficking or producing fentanyl and other highly toxic substances.

Develop compact-based counternarcotics and law enforcement assistance programs.
The Undersecretary of Political Affairs should empower US ambassadors to fashion foreign
assistance compacts, based on the model pioneered by the Millennium Challenge Corporation.

= These country-led agreements should identify shared goals for combatting organized
crime, strengthening criminal justice institutions, and protecting citizen security and
human rights. The multi-year agreements should specify the roles and responsibilities of
both the US and host government, as well as civil society stakeholders.

= This process should bring the US government and other donors together with political
leaders and security officials to identify an appropriate, cost-effective reform agenda.

= The resulting agreements should be as transparent as possible and include robust
monitoring and evaluation mechanisms based on quantitative and qualitative indicators
collected by both program implementers and independent experts.

= These agreements should also include commitments by host governments to implement
vigorous anti-corruption mechanisms and ensure transparency.

Reorient the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP). The
ONDCP should support drug control policies by providing data-driven evaluations of both domestic
and foreign counternarcotics efforts, establishing outcome metrics and benchmarks.

= The ONDCP should work with other agencies to develop new long-, medium-, and short-
term supply control performance metrics linked to its primary objective: saving lives.

= The ONDCP, implementing agencies, and partner governments should evaluate the
second- and third-order effects associated with both drug trafficking and law enforcement
efforts at each point in the drug supply chain. It should also work with the interagency to
collect timely data on emerging drug trends.

Strengthen US Treasury capacity to investigate illicit financial flows. The international
anti-money laundering/counter terrorism financing (AML/CTF) regime has grown increasingly
complex, generating enormous amounts of data but relatively few successful prosecutions.

Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission 3
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= Congress should provide additional resources to Treasury’s Financial Crimes Enforcement
Network (FinCEN), strengthening its capacity to investigate money-laundering and other
financial crimes and to assist foreign partners.

= Regulators should work with the private sector to improve the efficiency and quality of
reporting.

4  Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission
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Introduction

Congress created the Western Hemisphere Drug Policy Commission (WHDPC) to address a
dilemma that has long plagued US policymakers: why, despite aggressive enforcement, have illicit
drugs remained plentiful and increasingly potent while drug trafficking organizations have grown
stronger and more violent?

Our mission is twofold: evaluate a range of US counternarcotics polices in the Americas and then
help Congress and the White House recalibrate these efforts with practical recommendations for
change.

The top priority of US policy, according to the president’s most recent National Drug Control
Strategy, is to protect public health by decreasing “the number of Americans dying from these
dangerous drugs.” For our Latin American partners, the priority is public security: the region is
among the most violent in the world, with homicides claiming nearly twice as many lives in this
region as armed conflicts kill in the rest of the world.2 Organized crime, fueled largely by drug
trafficking, is a major driver of this violence.

Our research has unfolded as the COVID-19 pandemic puts institutions under enormous strain.
Governments throughout the hemisphere are coping with the public health crisis and its
devastating economic fall-out. Even in a country as wealthy as the United States, the pressure is
overwhelming. In Latin America, where weak commodities prices had undermined economic
growth before the pandemic, the consequences could be catastrophic.

Criminal groups are taking advantage of the pandemic to solidify territorial control and build social
capital, filling the void left by weak government institutions.3 Mexican drug gangs play Robin Hood
by handing out boxes of food emblazoned with cartel logos.4 The MS-13 in El Salvador circulated
warnings on messaging apps to enforce lockdowns in gang-dominated areas, which they reinforced
with videos that showed masked enforcers beating those who failed to comply.5 Armed groups in
Colombia have killed or attacked those who ignore rebel-imposed curfews and lockdowns.®

In the United States, overdose deaths appear to be heading toward an all-time high. Health experts
blame economic stress, isolation, and the disruption of treatment and recovery programs.” The

1 Office of National Drug Control Policy, National Drug Control Strategy, (Washington, DC: Office of National Drug Control
Policy, Feb. 2020), p. 1.

2 According to the UNODC, 89,000 people died in armed conflicts during 2017 while homicides killed about 172,000 people in
Latin America and the Caribbean. See “Homicide kills far more people than armed conflict, says new UNODC study,” press
release, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2019.

3 Kevin Sieff, Susannah George, and Kareem Fahim, “Now joining the fight against coronavirus: The world’s armed rebels, drug
cartels and gangs,” Washington Post, April 14, 2020; Paul Angelo, “The Pandemic Could Bring Power to Latin America’s Criminal
Gangs, But Not If Governments Beat Them to the Punch,” Foreign Affairs, April 21, 2020.

4 José de Cordoba, “Mexico’s Cartels Distribute Coronavirus Aid to Win Popular Support,” Wall Street Journal, May 14, 2020.

5 Kate Linthicum, Molly O’Toole, Alexander Renderos, “In El Salvador, gangs are enforcing the coronavirus lockdown with
baseball bats,” Los Angeles Times, April 7, 2020.

6 “Colombia: Armed Groups’ Brutal Covid-19 Measures,” Human Rights Watch, July 15, 2020.

7 Gera E. Nagelhout, et. al., “How economic recessions and unemployment affect illegal drug use: A systematic realist literature
review,” International Journal of Drug Policy, vol. 44 (June 2017), pp. 69-83; Olga Khazan, “How Job Loss Can Lead to Drug
Use,” The Atlantic, July 19, 2017. P. Bruguera, et. al., “How does Economic Recession Affect Substance Use? A Reality Check with
Clients of Drug Treatment Centers,” The Journal of Health Policy and Economics, Feb. 28, 2018.
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Centers for Disease Control counted 74,000 overdose deaths from April 2019 to March 2020, up
from 68,000 during the same period a year earlier.8

History suggests that traffickers will adjust their supply chains and transit routes to meet increased
demand, whether with plant-based drugs (such as heroin and cocaine) or synthetics (such as
fentanyl and meth) or with even more dangerous, psychoactive substances yet to be invented. More
illicit drug trafficking likely means increased violence and/or corruption in drug producing and
drug transit countries, discouraging private investment and further undermining the region’s
fragile institutions of law enforcement and justice.

In a severely budget-constrained post-COVID-19 world, it is more important than ever for the US
government to spend its counternarcotics budget effectively. The pandemic has exacerbated
conditions that are worsening the US opioid crisis, such as lack of adequate treatment, economic
distress, and social isolation. It is also likely to further weaken the institutions in producing and
transit countries responsible for preventing violence and curbing organized crime and corruption.

The shortcomings of US counternarcotics policies are obvious: drug production remains at
historically high levels in Latin America as do drug overdoses (most of which involve powerful
synthetic drugs) in the United States.9 The achievements are less apparent, but nonetheless
important: over the years the United States has developed a network of international alliances not
only to interdict drugs and eradicate illicit crops but also—and more importantly in the long run—
to strengthen governance and the rule of law.

US assistance has also built relationships with civil society partners. Foreign aid has helped farmers
and entrepreneurs establish and grow legitimate industries while strengthening the human rights
advocates, independent journalists, and other watchdog groups that hold governments accountable
for abuse and corruption.

This report reviews the strengths and limitations of US policies designed to reduce supply in this
hemisphere. Chapter 2 provides an overview of US counternarcotics policy, including
recommendations for strengthening the State Department as the lead agency to coordinate foreign
supply control efforts and the Office of National Drug Control Policy as the president’s chief advisor
on counternarcotics and policy evaluator.

A thorough evaluation of US and regional efforts to resolve the Venezuelan crisis is beyond the
scope of this report. Nonetheless the WHDPC recognizes that the United States and its partners
cannot control the flow of illicit drugs from South America without halting the political and
economic meltdown in Venezuela and encouraging an orderly transition to stable, accountable,
democratic rule. Illegal drug trafficking and other illicit activities provide vital support for the
country’s authoritarian regime, fueling a humanitarian crisis that has spilled over into neighboring
countries.

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 examine US assistance to drug production and transit countries, focusing on
Colombia, Mexico, and Central America. Chapter 6 looks at anti-money laundering policies both
in the US and its Western Hemisphere partners.

Appendix A discusses the challenges of using indicators to measure program performance.

8 Mike Stobbe and Adrian Sainz, “US overdose deaths appear to rise amid coronavirus pandemic,” Associated Press, Oct. 20, 2020.
9 “New Annual Data Released by White House Office of National Drug Control Policy Shows Poppy Cultivation and Potential
Heroin Production Remain at Record-High Levels in Mexico,” press release, Office of National Drug Control Policy, (June 14,
2019); “ONDCP Reports Cocaine Production in Colombia is Leveling Off,” briefing statement, Office of National Drug Control
Policy, (June 26, 2019).
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Appendix B provides a brief history of drug certification/designation procedures and their results.
These appendices are the result of work done to support the Commission and do not represent the
views of the Commission nor, necessarily, of any Commissioner. About the WHDPC discusses
the WHDPC'’s enabling legislation and its research. This section also includes Commissioner
biographies and acknowledgements.
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Overview of Counternarcotics Policies

The failure to control drug abuse and drug trafficking has exacted an enormous human toll. In the
United States, more than 500,000 people have died from overdoses over the past decade, soaring
to an unprecedented 71,000 dead in 2019.! Latin American countries that produce or transport
illegal drugs not only face growing drug usage but also epidemics of criminal violence that are
taking many more lives.2

These mounting casualties have increased calls to end the “war on drugs,” a slogan coined in the
1970s amid surging heroin and marijuana use and amplified during the crack cocaine epidemic of
the 1980s. “The global war on drugs has failed with devastating consequences for individuals and
societies around the world,” a Global Commission on Drug Policy proclaimed in 2011. Luminaries
including four former Latin American presidents and a former US Secretary of State signed a report
that demanded an “open and honest debate” about drug legalization.3

An open and honest debate should first acknowledge that “war on drugs” is the wrong metaphor.
Drug prohibition is not a conflict where one side wins and the other loses, but a complex, ongoing
effort to enforce laws designed (at least in theory) to protect public health. Most opponents of the
drug war, including the Global Commission, do not propose the outright legalization of all drugs
for all consumers, but rather better regulation designed to minimize the harms caused by both
abuse and enforcement.

Two truisms about counternarcotics policy bear repeating, however: we cannot control the supply
of dangerous drugs without also reducing demand and we cannot control demand without also
limiting supply. We may never end illegal drug trafficking, just as we cannot totally eliminate
substance abuse and addiction. But we can better manage these deadly problems with a
comprehensive strategy designed to address underlying causes and conditions, carefully measure
and assess progress, and eliminate or mitigate adverse consequences.

This chapter briefly reviews the pros and cons of drug legalization before outlining elements of
effective drug control strategy and the federal agencies that should lead these efforts.

The legalization debate

Somewhat lost in the 2020 presidential election were state ballot initiatives on drug
decriminalization or legalization. All six state measures passed by wide margins. Oregon became
the first state to decriminalize possession of all illicit drugs (including heroin, cocaine, and meth)
and to legalize the use of psilocybin (found in hallucinogenic mushrooms) for mental health

1 National Center for Health Statistics ,“Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999-2016,”, NCHS Data Brief No. 294, Dec.
2017; National Center for health Statistics, “Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States 1999-2018,” NCHS Data Brief No. 356,
Jan. 2020.; Brianna Ehley, “Fatal overdoses climbed to record high in 2019, reversing historic progress,” Politico, July 15, 2020.

2 See Citizen Security in Latin America: Facts and Figures, Igarapé Institute, Strategic Paper 33, April 2018, pp. 2, 8; Global Study
on Homicides 2019: Understanding homicide, (Vienna, Austria: United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2019), pp. 44-63.

3 George P. Shultz and Paul A. Volcker, “A Real Debate About Drug Policy,” Wall Street Journal, June 11, 2011. The Commission’s
reports are available at https://www.globalcommissionondrugs.org.
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treatment.4 Arizona, Montana, New Jersey, and South Dakota legalized recreational marijuana use
and Mississippi legalized medical marijuana. A seventh measure in the District of Columbia would
effectively decriminalize psychedelic mushrooms and other plant-based hallucinogenic substances
by instructing prosecutors not to bring charges.

These measures continue a trend toward relaxing marijuana laws that began a decade ago. Thirty-
six states now allow medicinal use of cannabis and 15 permit recreational use.5 The trend has also
spread through the Americas. Uruguay and Canada legalized cannabis in 2013 and 2018,
respectively, while Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Mexico, Chile, Paraguay, Peru, and Jamaica permit
some form of medical use.® Legislation before the Mexican Senate could make Mexico the third
country to legalize marijuana for adult recreational use.”

Opponents of drug prohibition, such as the Global Commission on Drug Policy, point out that
despite spending some $100 billion a year to combat illicit drugs, governments have barely dented
an industry with an estimated annual turnover of $426 billion to $652 billion.8

The better alternative, they argue, is to regulate and tax drug production, using the revenues to
fund expanded treatment and research on substance abuse. The Global Commission argues that
governments should “provide a legal framework for the production, distribution, and sale of drugs
for adult consumption, with appropriate consideration given to the harms associated with each
particular substance.”?

Is drug regulation a practical alternative to prohibition? Can governments address the harms of
highly addictive substances such as heroin and cocaine, and more effectively combat organized
crime by formalizing the illicit drug industry? The economics of these illicit products suggest this
would be even harder than regulating marijuana.

Cocaine and heroin are semi-refined agricultural commodities, much like sugar or coffee. Even
synthetic drugs like methamphetamine or fentanyl can be produced in primitive labs that are little
more advanced than a moonshiner’s still.’o The price of illicit drugs bears little relation to their cost
of production: the peasant farmers who grow these crops and the workers who process them are
well-off only in comparison to the poverty prevailing in regions where coca and poppies are grown.
But when sold in the developed world, cocaine and heroin are literally worth more than their weight
in gold: US retail prices in 2017 were about $100 and $300 per gram, respectively.

4 Legalization in Oregon is not absolute: those with large amounts of drugs could still face misdemeanor charges and those selling
drugs could be charged with felonies. Cleve R. Wootson Jr. and Jaclyn Peiser, “Oregon decriminalizes possession of hard drugs, as
four other states legalize recreational marijuana,” Washington Post, Nov. 4, 2020.

5 Donald Morrison, “Oregon Votes to Decriminalize All Drugs, Allow Psilocybin for Mental-Health Treatment,” Wall Street
Journal, Nov. 4, 2020; “State Medical Marijuana Laws,” National Conference of State Legislatures, Nov. 10, 2020.

6 “A global revolution in attitudes towards cannabis is underway,” The Economist, Aug. 29, 2019; Summary of the CEDD regional
report Cannabis in Latin America: The Green Wave and Challenges for Regulation, by Alejandro Corda, Ernesto Cortés and
Diego Pinol Arriagada, Colectivo de Estudios en Drogas y Derecho, Feb. 11, 2020.

7 “Mexico may become the third country to legalise cannabis,” The Economist, Nov. 21, 2020; “Vote in Mexico brings world's
largest legal weed market one step closer,” Reuters, Nov. 19, 2020.

8 See Juan Manuel Santos, Ernesto Zedillo, and Ruth Dreifuss, “Legalization is the Only Viable Drug Policy,” Project Syndicate,
March 19, 2019. For estimated world spending on enforcement see Steve Rolles, George Murkin, Martin Powell, Danny Kushlick,
Nicky Saunter and Jane Slater, The Alternative World Drug Report, 2nd edition, (Bristol, United Kingdom: Transform Drug
Policy Foundation, 2016), p. 10.; for estimates of the value of drug trafficking, see Channing Mavrellis, Transnational Crime and
the Developing World, (Washington, DC: Global Financial Integrity, March 2017). Estimates of the worldwide value of drug
trafficking vary widely.

9 Santos et al., “Legalization is the Only Viable Drug Policy”

10 See Mark A.R. Kleiman, Jonathan P. Caulkins, Angela Hawken, Drugs and Drug Policy: What Everyone Needs to Know,
(Oxford, United Kingdom.: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 45.

11 “Heroin and cocaine prices in Europe and USA,” UNODC. Latest prices calculated are for 2017. The international price of a gram
of gold was about $50 in 2017, calculated from the price of a troy ounce (about 31 grams) using data from Statista.com.
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These high prices help compensate traffickers for the risk of going to jail or losing shipments plus
the overall inefficiency of illegal markets.2 In more efficient, legal markets, drugs like cocaine and
heroin would cost a small fraction of their current black market prices unless authorities impose
extremely high taxes coupled with draconian measures to minimize evasion.!3

Regulation is not easy, as the experience of US states that have legalized marijuana demonstrates.
Not only has legalization created new cannabis-infused products with poorly understood health
effects, it has also failed to eliminate the booming illicit market in states such as California, where
the governor has deployed the National Guard to go after illegal pot cultivation.’4 And marijuana,
which is bulky and therefore relatively easy to detect, should be far easier to control than more
potent and compact drugs, such as cocaine and heroin.

Harm reduction and supply enforcement are mutually reinforcing: “Access to evidence-based
treatment will indeed save lives,” writes Stanford psychologist Keith Humphreys, “but health
professionals are swimming up a waterfall if this isn’t matched with strong drug supply control.”ss

False choices

The drug policy debate is dominated by “three false dichotomies,” an international group of drug
experts wrote in 2010, which “can mislead policymakers about the range of legitimate options and
their expected impacts.”6 Policy options seen as contradictory—public security vs public health (or
“cops vs docs”); targeting drug use vs reducing harms; helping drug users vs protecting the rest of
society—are often complementary. Enforcement helps reduce substance abuse by raising prices;
limiting use reduces the harms caused by addiction; offering treatment to heavy users may decrease
overall health costs and prevent the spread of infections such as HIV to non-users.

Another misleading dichotomy is that between safe legal pharmaceuticals and unsafe illegal drugs.
The opioid epidemic began in the late 1990s with the over-prescription of legal painkillers produced
by major US pharmaceutical companies. A decade later, heroin use began to increase, and in about
2013, the crisis entered its deadliest phase with the introduction of synthetic drugs—primarily
fentanyl and its analogues. 17

Opioids have upended preconceptions about who drug addicts are and where they live. Opioid
abuse has generated an epidemic that is not only deadlier than previous crises, but also more
widespread, both demographically and geographically. Although death rates were highest among
White Americans in Appalachia and New England during the epidemic’s early years, overdoses
have been increasing since 2010 among Black and Hispanic Americans while also spreading
through the Midwest and Southwest.!8

12 Jonathan P. Caulkins and Peter Reuter, “How Drug Enforcement Affects Drug Prices,” Crime and Justice, vol. 39, no. 1 (2010),
pp. 213-271.

13 See Jonathan P. Caulkins, “Effects of Prohibition, Enforcement and Interdiction on Drug Use,” Ending the Drug Wars: Report
of the LSE Expert Group on the Economics of Drug Policy, May 2014, p. 21.

14 Thomas Fuller, “Getting Worse, Not Better’: Illegal Pot Market Booming in California Despite Legalization,” New York Times,
April 27, 2019.

15 Keith Humphreys, “We can’t fight opioids by controlling demand alone,” Washington Post, July 5, 2019. Humphreys was a
Senior Policy Advisor at the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy during the Obama administration.

16 Thomas F. Babor and Jonathan Caulkins, Drug Policy and the Public Good, (Oxford, United Kingdom: Oxford University Press,
2010), p. 346.

17 Sarah DeWeerdt, “Tracing the US opioid crisis to its roots,” Nature, 11 Sept. 2019; Sean E. Goodison, Michael J. D. Vermeer,
Jeremy D. Barnum, Dulani Woods, Brian A. Jackson, Law Enforcement Efforts to Fight the Opioid Crisis, (Santa Monica, CA:
RAND Corporation, Sept. 6, 2019).

18 Josh Katz and Abby Goodnough, “The Opioid Crisis is Getting Worse, Particularly for Black Americans,” New York Times, Dec.
22, 2017.
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The epidemic has also changed public opinion about the best way to respond to illicit drug use.
Twenty years ago, most Americans favored hardline law enforcement policies such as interdiction
and incarceration as the best way to address illicit drugs, although the public was evenly divided
about sending non-violent offenders to prison.! Six years ago, another national survey found that
two-thirds of Americans, including majorities across demographic groups and political parties,
believed the government should focus on treatment for those who use illegal drugs, such as cocaine
and heroin, with only a quarter favoring greater emphasis on prosecution.2°

Treatment and prevention

The deadliness and breadth of the opioid crisis has accelerated demands for effective, accessible
treatment. The administrations of Barack Obama and Donald Trump have both placed increasing
emphasis on public health, including calls to end the stigma that prevents addicts from seeking or
receiving treatment.2! The emphasis on public health is both humane and practical: research shows
that science-based treatment and prevention are cost effective.22 According to one study, treatment
generates significant savings on crime costs and productivity losses and produces higher returns
than domestic law enforcement targeting of retail markets, interdiction, and eradication.23

Once controversial policies are now widely accepted as researchers learn more about what works
to help users overcome addiction or mitigate its most harmful effects. States and cities across the
country have expanded access to medication-assisted treatment (MAT), which shifts users to less
powerful opioids, an approach endorsed by President Trump’s commission on the opioid crisis.
Congress lifted a ban on federal funding for programs that include needle exchange services in 2016
and today more than 300 cities in 39 states allow addicts to exchange dirty syringes for clean ones
in order to prevent transmission of blood-borne diseases. Though the long-term impact of needle-
exchanges is still unclear, studies suggest they may also encourage addicts to begin treatment.

Prevention has also evolved based on analysis of what works and what doesn’t. D.A.R.E (or Drug
Abuse Resistance Education), formerly known for the slogan, “Just Say No,” began in 1983 and at
its peak reached 75 percent of US schools, despite multiple evaluations showing that it had little or
no effect on long-term usage or initiation rates.24 This began to change in the early 2000s when the
program partnered with universities to develop and evaluate a new elementary and middle school
curriculum designed to build life skills, which some studies credit with reducing substance abuse
and other risky behavior over time.2s Many communities are also developing targeted, evidence-
based approaches. The Drug-free Communities Support Program administered by the Centers for

19 “Interdiction and Incarceration Still Top Remedies: 74% Say Drug War Being Lost: 74% Say Drug War Being Lost,” Pew
Research Center, March 21, 2001.

20 “America’s New Drug Policy Landscape: two-thirds favor treatment, not jail, for use of Heroin, Cocaine,” Pew Research Center,
April 2, 2014.

21 Michael Botticelli, “Changing the Language of Addiction,” Blog post, Obama White House, Jan. 13, 2017; Chris Christie, Chair of
the President’s Commission on Combating Drug Addiction and the Opioid Crisis, in his letter presenting the Commission’s Final
Report, Nov. 2017.

22 See for example, “Principles of Drug Addiction Treatment: A Research-Based Guide (Third Edition),” National Institute on Drug
Abuse, National Institute for Health, Jan. 2019; and, Substance Abuse Prevention Dollars and Cents: A Cost-Benefit Analysis,
(Rockville, MD: Center for Substance Abuse Prevention, Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration [SAMHSA],
2008).

23 C. Peter Rydell, Susan S. Everingham, “Controlling Cocaine: Supply versus Demand Programs,” vol. 331, (1994) Rand
Corporation.

24 See S.T. Ennett, N.S. Tobler, C.L. Ringwalt and R.L. Flewelling, “How effective is drug abuse resistance education? A meta-
analysis of Project DARE outcome evaluations,” American Journal of Public Health, vol. 84 (Sept. 1994): pp. 394-401.

25 See Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking, The Promise of Evidence-based Policymaking, (Washington, DC:
Commission on Evidence-Based Policymaking, Sept. 2017), pp. 9-10; and Amy Nordrum, “The New D.A.R.E. Program—This One
Works,” Scientific American, Sept. 10, 2014.
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Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) helps community coalitions develop data-driven efforts
backed by an assessment of local needs and an evaluation of outcomes.26

A bipartisan movement is also addressing the fiscal and social costs of the tough drug enforcement
policies implemented in the 1980s and ‘90s. After years of debate about how to reduce the prison
population while protecting public health and safety, Congress passed the First Step Act in 2018,
which limits mandatory minimum sentences for non-violent drug offenses and expands treatment
and rehabilitation services for federal prisoners.

Supply and demand

Drug policy is generally framed in economic terms as a balance between efforts to reduce supply
(i.e. law enforcement) and demand (i.e. prevention and treatment), based on the fact that illicit
drugs are bought and sold in markets. Drug policies are designed to shrink this market by making
drug sales harder or riskier for traffickers and by making drug use less attractive or compulsive for
consumers. 27 The two approaches are complementary (as discussed above), though US
counternarcotics strategy in recent decades has tended to focus more on controlling supply than on
reducing demand.

This has not always been true. President Richard Nixon is famous for declaring in 1971 that drug
abuse was “America’s public enemy number one” and calling for a “war on drugs” to mobilize public
opinion and federal resources.28 But the $155 million (about $1 billion in 2020 dollars) strategy
announced at that press conference focused primarily on reducing domestic demand.

Nixon’s choice to lead his new inter-agency drug task force was Dr. Jerome Jaffe, a psychiatrist who
helped create a federally subsidized drug treatment system built largely around the use of
methadone as a heroin substitute. The administration was especially concerned about heroin
addiction among troops in Vietnam, who were required to take a urine test and, if necessary, submit
to treatment before returning home.29

Throughout the 1970s, two Republican presidents—Nixon and Gerald Ford—and one Democrat—
Jimmy Carter—emphasized programs for treatment and prevention as much or more than law
enforcement efforts to curb supply. The United States spent from 50 to 69 percent of the 1970’s
national counternarcotics budget on reducing demand and about a third on domestic law
enforcement and foreign interdiction to reduce supply.3°

The Nixon and Ford administrations also launched the first major (though short-lived) US efforts
to interdict and eradicate drugs entering the country from Mexico. By the late 19770s, the heroin
epidemic had peaked and for several years illicit drug use faded from the headlines.

26 “A Guide to SAMHSA’s Strategic Prevention Framework,” SAMHSA, June 2019. See also, “Prevention Works,” Community Anti-
Drug Coalitions of America (CADCA).

27 See David Boyum and Peter Reuter, An Analytic Assessment of U.S. Drug Policy, (Washington, DC: American Enterprise
Institute Press, 2005), pp. 12-13.

28 See Dana Adams Schmidt, “President Orders Wider Drug Fight; Asks $155-Million,” New York Times, June 18, 1971. Nixon used
the term “war on drugs,” at a press conference June 17 available on the Richard Nixon Foundation website.

29 The experience of Vietnam vets provided important lessons on drug addiction treatment: Follow-up studies showed relapse
rates among veterans were far lower than among other addicts. Researchers concluded that a new environment—without
battlefield stress or easy access to cheap drugs—had helped change addictive behavior. Lee N. Robins, et. al., “Vietnam veterans
three years after Vietnam: how our study changed our view of heroin,” American Journal on Addictions, vol. 19, no. 3 (2010). See
also Sanjay Gupta, “Vietnam, heroin and the lesson of disrupting any addiction,” CNN, Dec. 22, 2015.

30 See John Carnevale and Patrick Murphy, “Matching Rhetoric to Dollars: Twenty-five Years of Federal Drug Strategies and Drug
Budgets,” Journal of Drug Issues, vol. 29, no. 2, (1999): pp. 299-322.
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That changed in the mid-1980s with a surge in cocaine use, especially the smokable form known as
crack. Rising cocaine use and the urban crime associated with it would preoccupy Presidents
Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush, and William Clinton. Funding for law enforcement efforts
surged relative to treatment and prevention programs, consuming approximately two-thirds of the
counternarcotics budget. Much of this went to domestic efforts to combat dealing and possession;
from 1980 to 2010, the imprisonment rate for drug crimes rose nearly ten-fold from 15 per 100,000
to 143 per 100,000, a crackdown that disproportionately targeted Blacks and Latinos.3:

But tough domestic enforcement had little apparent impact on drug availability as measured by
prices; economists estimate from 1985 to 2000, cocaine prices rose only 5-15 percent more than
they would have otherwise. 32 Enforcement, whether domestic or foreign, seems to have
diminishing returns: a modest amount can drive drug prices up a lot, but more enforcement leads
to only incremental increases.33

Traditional dichotomies between supply and demand countries, moreover, no longer apply.
Developed countries both manufacture and abuse synthetic opioids; developing countries both
grow and consume dangerously addictive plant-based substances. Throughout our hemisphere, the
poor suffer most. Those who are socially and economically marginalized are more likely to develop
drug use disorders and more likely to be recruited or victimized by criminal gangs.34

Venezuela

Venezuela—an electoral democracy that has devolved into dictatorship—is the most extreme
example of the threat posed by organized crime to the region’s fragile democracies.

No diplomatic challenge in the Western Hemisphere looms larger than Venezuela’s descent into
political and economic turmoil. A thorough evaluation of US and regional efforts to resolve the
Venezuelan crisis is beyond the scope of this report. The WHDPC recognizes, however, that the
United States and its partners cannot control the flow of illicit drugs from South America without
halting the political and economic meltdown in Venezuela and encouraging an orderly transition
to stable, accountable, democratic rule.

The Maduro regime has persisted despite multiple economic and political crises with the help not
only of other unfriendly states, such as Cuba, Russia, and Iran, but also of transnational criminal
organizations, including illegal drug and gold smugglers.

Foreign support has both bolstered the economy and helped security forces quash internal dissent.
Russia provides military equipment and advisors as well as investment, especially in the oil
industry. 35 Cuban operatives reportedly provide crucial support for domestic surveillance. 36

3t “Between Rhetoric and Reform: Criminal Justice Reform in the United States,” WOLA, March 7, 2016; The Drug Policy Alliance,
“The Drug War, Mass Incarceration and Race,” Jan. 2018; German Lépez, “Mass incarceration in America, explained in 22 maps
and charts,” Vox, Oct. 11, 2016.

32 [lyana Kuziemko and Steven D. Levitt, “An empirical analysis of imprisoning drug offenders,” Journal of Public Economics, vol.
88 (2004): pp. 2043-2066.

33 Kleiman, et. al., Drugs and Drug Policy, pp. 48-49.

34 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2020 World Drug Report , Vol. 1: Executive Summary (Vienna, Austria:
UNODC, 2020) p. 7.

35 Mariana Zufiga, Anthony Faiola, and Anton Troianovski, “As Maduro confronts a crisis, Russia’s footprint in Venezuela grows,”
Washington Post, March 29, 2019.

36 Kirk Semple, “With Spies and Other Operatives, a Nation Looms Over Venezuela’s Crisis: Cuba,” New York Times, Jan. 26,
2019.
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Venezuelan intelligence—trained by Cubans—has effectively infiltrated the military. Iran has
provided the country with fuel.3”

The government has imprisoned hundreds of political opponents and detained thousands of
protestors. Security forces, often aided by pro-government thugs, have brutally suppressed
opposition demonstrations, killing dozens during 2019 protests by firing pellets or live ammunition
at close range.38

Rampant corruption also helps hold the regime together. The so-called “Cartel de los Soles” (or
“Cartel of the Suns,” named for the gold stars that generals wear on their uniforms) has allegedly
collaborated for decades with Colombian guerrillas, providing weapons in return for cocaine. In
March 2020, US prosecutors announced drug trafficking indictments against Maduro and more
than a dozen other government officials, including the head of the constituent assembly, the chief
justice of the supreme court, and military leaders.39 The US State Department is offering rewards
of $15 million for information leading to Maduro’s arrest and $10 million for information on four
other top officials.4°

Traffickers operate freely in large swaths of the country’s territory. Dissident elements of the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) and the National Liberation Army (ELN) not only
smuggle cocaine but also tax or control much of the mining industry, selling gold within the country
or abroad. Armed groups profit from the population’s misery, extorting desperate refugees as they
try to flee across the border.4

Drugs flowing out of Venezuela also threaten the Caribbean. The amount of cocaine moving
through the region, mostly on go-fast boats and fishing vessels, has more than quadrupled in recent
years, rising from 39 metric tons in 2011 to 185 metric tons in 2017. The Dominican Republic is the
largest transit point, though traffickers are also moving large shipments directly into Puerto Rico
and the US Virgin Islands.42

Drug trafficking is associated with rising violence in the Caribbean, including US territories.
Homicide rates in Puerto Rico and the US Virgin Islands have averaged 20 and 40 per 100,000
people in recent years, respectively, or five to nine times the average US per capita rate. Puerto

Rican law enforcement estimates that more than half of the island’s homicides are drug related.43

Homicide rates in the Caribbean now surpass or rival those in Central America’s Northern Triangle.
In 2019 Jamaica (with a rate of 47 murders per 100,000) was the second most violent country in
the Western Hemisphere, Honduras (41 per 100,000) was the third, while tiny Trinidad and

37 Michael Ruiz, “US moves forward with seizure of Iranian missiles, petroleum bound for Yemen, Venezuela,” Fox News, Oct. 29,
2020; Benjamin Gedan, “Iran and Venezuela: Odd Bedfellows,” Iran Primer, United States Institute for Peace, Nov. 16, 2020.

38 “Venezuela, Events of 2019,” World Report 2020, Human Rights Watch.

39 Clare Ribando Seelke and Liana Rosen, U.S. Indictment of Top Venezuelan Officials, CRS Insight No. 11306 (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, April 2, 2020); “Venezuela President’s Drug Trafficking Exploits Detailed in US Indictment,”
InSight Crime, March 26, 2020.

40 “Department of State Offers Rewards for Information To Bring Venezuelan Drug Traffickers to Justice,” Press statement, The
Department of State, March 26, 2020.

41 For more on official support for Colombian drug traffickers, see Evan Ellis, Venezuela: Pandemic and Foreign Intervention in a
Collapsing Narcostate (Washington, DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies, Aug. 5, 2020); Containing the Border
Fallout of Colombia’s New Guerrilla Schism (Bogota, Colombia/Brussels, Belgium: International Crisis Group, Sept. 20, 2019);
and, Javier Corrales, “Authoritarian Survival: Why Maduro Hasn't Fallen,” Journal of Democracy, vol. 31, no. 3 (July 2020): pp.
39-53.

42 Drug Enforcement Administration, 2019 National Drug Threat Assessment (Washington, DC: Strategic Intelligence Section,
Drug Enforcement Administration, Dec. 2019), pp. 112-113.

43 Ibid.
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Tobago (37 per 100,000) was the fourth.44 In all of these countries criminal groups compete for
control of drug trafficking and other violent rackets, such as extortion.

Venezuela far outstrips the rest of the hemisphere in homicides with 60 murders per 100,000 in
2019. Although this represents an improvement over 2018 when the rate surpassed 80 per
100,000, experts fear the decline means that powerful armed groups are consolidating territorial
control and forcing weaker factions into other countries.45

A long-haul effort

The Commission understands there are no quick fixes. The United States needs a long-term
strategy linked to its strategic objective: “drastically reducing the number of Americans losing their
lives to drug addiction.”46

The 2020 National Drug Control Strategy assumes that education and prevention coupled with
better prescribing practices and more effective, widely available treatment will reduce demand. It
also assumes that sustained pressure to disrupt and dismantle drug trafficking organizations
coupled with effective prosecutions will reduce drug availability.

On the demand side, US policy has evolved significantly as discussed above. Over the past decade,
Congress has increased spending on treatment and prevention, appropriating nearly double the
amount spent during the previous decade (See figure 1).47 Though funding remains inadequate,
policymakers understand the need for a public health approach that treats substance abuse as a
disease, not simply a crime or moral failing.

Figure 1. Federal Drug Control Budget: Supply Reduction vs. Demand Reduction,
1970-2019
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44 Parker Asmann and Eimhin O’Reilly, “InSight Crime’s 2019 Homicide Round-Up,” InSight Crime, Jan. 28, 2020.

45 Parker Asmann and Eimhin O’Reilly, “InSight Crime’s 2019 Homicide Round-Up,” InSight Crime, Jan. 28, 2020.

46 Office of National Drug Control Policy, National Drug Control Strategy, (Washington, DC: ONDCP, Feb. 2020), p. 4.

47 According to ONDCP figures, constant spending on demand reduction rose to $134,869,137,934 for 2010-2019 from $69,
604,644,223 for 2000-2009- which represents a 94% increase in spending.
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Supply-side policies have changed little, however. The 2020 National Drug Control Strategy still
focuses on reducing potential drug production in Latin America and increasing drug removals in
the transit zones, despite little evidence that these outputs will impact the desired outcome—
increasing the price and purity of drugs available in the United States.48

The federal government should apply the same scientific rigor to foreign supply-reduction efforts:
designing and implementing a cost-effective, whole-of-government strategy with carefully targeted
policies to curb the flow of dangerous drugs into the United States while addressing the institutional
weaknesses in drug producing and transit countries that allow transnational criminal organizations
to flourish.

Drug trafficking and drug abuse are complex problems that require a multi-faceted, long-term
strategy that addresses not only demand and supply reduction, but also the broader problems
created by transnational organized crime such as violence and corruption. To deal with these issues
effectively, a comprehensive strategy should be:

= Balanced. US efforts should address the supply and the demand for illicit drugs, both at
home and abroad.

= Shared. Transnational crime requires transnational solutions, with the US and its
partners jointly responsible for stopping trafficking, reducing corruption, and addressing
illicit drug consumption.

= Flexible. US agencies should have the authorities and the resources to respond quickly to
changing patterns of drug use and drug trafficking, collaborating with our partners on
country-led reforms to address country-specific challenges.

= Sustainable. US initiatives should be cost-effective with relevant long-term goals,
including measurable benchmarks to assess progress.

= Holistic. US policymakers should address drug trafficking as a subset of the many illicit
activities carried out by transnational criminal organizations that threaten citizen security,
foster corruption, and undermine US interests throughout the hemisphere.

=  Humane. US policies should, above all, promote public health, public security, and
human rights throughout the hemisphere. This means that policymakers need to assess the
harms of supply reduction polices when evaluating results.

Recommendations

WHDPC recommendations address three fundamental issues: 1) interagency strategy and
coordination, 2) evaluation of drug control policies, and 3) global partnerships to counter
transnational organized crime and corruption.

= Strategy and coordination: Empower the State Department to develop and coordinate
a whole-of-government effort to counter transnational criminal organizations abroad and
reduce the foreign supply of illicit drugs.

48 See National Drug Control Strategy: Performance Reporting System 2020 (Washington, DC: Office of National Drug Control
Policy, Feb. 2020), pp. 21-28.
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= Policy evaluation: Make the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy
responsible for evaluating both domestic and foreign counternarcotics efforts, establishing
outcome metrics and benchmarks. The ONDCP will provide the president with an annual
review of federal counternarcotics policies and programs, ensuring these efforts are
evidence-based and cost effective.

= Global Partnerships: Instruct US embassies located in regions threatened by
transnational criminal organizations to develop country-led, compact-based assistance
programs designed to strengthen rule of law while reducing both the supply of and the
demand for dangerous illicit substances. These bilateral, interagency compacts should
incorporate best practices and utilize relevant indicators to assess progress toward joint
strategic goals and objectives.

The Department of State

The State Department should be responsible for developing and coordinating interagency policy to
counter transnational organized crime. As the lead agency, the State Department should prepare a
whole-of-government strategy with three fundamental goals: 1) reducing and interdicting the flow
of drugs into the United States; 2) helping partner governments in the hemisphere build effective,
legitimate criminal justice systems; and, 3) curbing the global demand for illicit drugs by leading
an international effort to prevent and treat substance use disorders with evidence-based public
health policies.

Congress should provide flexible, multi-year funding streams for counternarcotics and counter
transnational crime efforts, which can be re-allocated in response to periodic evaluations
conducted by field-based staff and independent experts.

The State Department also needs the authority to disburse emergency funds. Drug trafficking is
dynamic: in response to enforcement, traffickers can quickly move production, adjust trafficking
routes, develop new smuggling vehicles or methods, and create new, more dangerous, products.
The US government needs to become equally agile in its response.

To implement this strategy, the Secretary of State should:

= Make the Undersecretary for Political Affairs responsible for coordinating a
whole-of-government effort to counter transnational organized crime. The
Undersecretary for Political Affairs should oversee the Bureau of International Narcotics
and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL) while working with all relevant departments and
agencies, including USAID, federal law enforcement agencies, the US Treasury, and the
Department of Defense to develop and implement coherent regional strategies to reduce
illicit drug trafficking, disrupt criminal networks, and discourage money laundering.

Moving INL into Political Affairs (P), which manages overall regional and bilateral issues, would
increase organizational efficiencies and ensure that these efforts receive the high-level attention
they deserve, both within the federal government and partner governments.

The Undersecretary for Political Affairs should:

= Develop a five-year international drug control strategy with defined annual goals
in coordination with partner governments. This should include regional and/or bilateral
strategies for strengthening police and justice institutions and promoting citizen security
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with clearly defined goals and benchmarks based on both qualitative and quantitative
evaluations.

=  Work with the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) to prepare an inter-agency
drug control/law enforcement budget for interdiction and foreign assistance programs.

= Work with Congress on long-term, flexible funding authorities. The State
Department also needs long-term funding and the authority to disburse emergency funds.
State should work with OMB and Congress to create a drawdown counternarcotics account
(similar to the Emergency Refugee and Migration Assistance fund), which would permit
INL to provide targeted assistance so that partner governments can prevent or contain
emerging threats.49

= Replace the drug certification and designation process with more effective tools
to assess country efforts to counter transnational crime and sanction those who fail to act.
The current certification process offends our partners and does little to deter corrupt
practices in unfriendly nations. Instead, INL should produce a global report reviewing
country efforts to counter trafficking and other transnational crimes, including US policies.
This report should also assess whether US sanctions, such as the Kingpin Act, effectively
target the most dangerous criminal organizations, especially those responsible for
trafficking or producing fentanyl and other highly toxic substances.

= Strengthen multilateral tools to identify weaknesses, set standards, and encourage
reform, such as Organization of American States’ Multilateral Evaluation Mechanism
(MEM) and the Financial Action Task Force (FATF). The MEM, a peer-review system that
publishes periodic country evaluations, could be given teeth by linking assistance to
compliance with MEM findings and recommendations.5° The FATF is another peer-review
mechanism used to evaluate Anti-Money Laundering/Combating the Financing of
Terrorism (AML/CFT) regimes. FATF employs both positive and negative incentives: it
offers technical assistance to improve financial regulations while listing those deemed non-
compliant on its grey (subject to increased monitoring) and black (subject to sanction)
lists.5!

= Negotiate compact-based assistance programs based on the model pioneered by
the Millennium Challenge Corporation. The Undersecretary should empower US
ambassadors to work with partner governments on agreements that identify shared goals
for combatting organized crime, strengthening criminal justice institutions, and protecting
citizen security and human rights. The agreements should specify the roles and
responsibilities of both the US and host government, as well as civil society stakeholders.

This country-led process should bring the US government and other donors together with political
leaders and security officials to identify an appropriate, cost-effective reform agenda. The resulting
agreements should be made as public as possible and include robust, transparent monitoring and
evaluation mechanisms, based on quantitative and qualitative indicators collected by both program

49 Bill Frelick, “Trump’s Budget Would Cut Crucial Emergency Aid,” Huffington Post, March 21, 2017; “Funding the Refugee
Program,” United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 2011.

50 See Organization of American States “About the MEM,” for additional information on the Multilateral Evaluation Mechanism.
51 Only Iran and North Korea are on the FATF blacklist, but 18 countries (including the Bahamas, Jamaica, Nicaragua, and
Panama in Latin America and the Caribbean) are grey listed, which means they are considered potential havens for terrorism or
organized crime, making it more difficult to attract investment or negotiate trade deals and subjecting them to possible sanction
by the World Bank and IMF. See “Jurisdictions under Increased Monitoring — 30 June 2020,” FATF, June 30, 2020.
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implementers and independent experts. These agreements should also include commitments by
host governments to implement vigorous anti-corruption mechanisms and ensure transparency.

Congress should provide State with multiyear funding authorities for these compacts, giving it the
flexibility to tailor bilateral assistance to each country’s commitments, needs, and capacities. It
should also provide State with emergency funds to help partner governments deal with emerging
threats, particularly from new psychoactive substances, such as fentanyl.

= Enhance foreign service training and knowledge sharing. US overseas personnel,
starting with the ambassador, should have the expertise needed to oversee and evaluate
programs to improve citizen security, strengthen rule of law, and promote alternative
development. The rotation of foreign service officers results in a constant loss of
institutional knowledge, undermining our ability to implement and sustain long-term
efforts.

The State Department should provide additional country- and program-specific training to foreign
service personnel involved in justice and security assistance. It should create a centralized,
searchable database that includes both INL and USAID best practices and program evaluations,
incorporating this into foreign service training. This database should also be made available to
outside experts to encourage transparency and independent research.

= Prioritize global efforts to treat and prevent drug abuse. The US government
should work with partners to establish a global fund to fight substance use disorders. This
is especially urgent amid the COVID-19 pandemic, which is amplifying risk factors
associated with drug abuse while limiting access to treatment. Supply and demand
reduction measures are mutually reinforcing; the United States cannot limit the
international supply of illicit drugs without simultaneously reducing international
demand.

USAID’s Bureau for Global Health should lead this effort, working within the framework of the
successful Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. The stigma attached to drug abuse
often prevents addicts from seeking treatment, just as stigma used to prevent HIV/AIDs sufferers
from receiving treatment. A global effort could help eliminate these barriers while promoting cost-
effective medication-assisted treatments.

= Modernize international drug conventions. The US government should initiate a
process to reform international drug control treaties, which have not been updated for
more than three decades. Failure to modernize these rules as governments around the
world legalize medical or recreational marijuana use, including 36 US state governments,
undermines international controls. The US government should also work with the
Commission on Narcotic Drugs, the International Narcotics Control Board and the World
Health Organization to develop new rules on synthetic substances to ensure access to
needed medications while preventing illicit manufacture, trafficking, and abuse.

The White House Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP)

Congress established the ONDCP in 1988 to develop an interagency counternarcotics strategy and
oversee drug-control budgets. The law specified that the ONDCP’s strategy should
include “comprehensive, research-based, long-range goals for reducing drug abuse” along with
“short-term,
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measurable” objectives. 52 It is the White House office that bridges foreign and domestic
counternarcotics policies, including both supply- and demand-control efforts.

The ONDCP has rarely lived up to expectations, however. Its ability to coordinate and implement a
national drug control strategy hinges on its authority to decertify agency budgets, a power it has
exercised only once.53 Compared to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), the ultimate
enforcer of presidential priorities, the ONDCP’s influence over White House domestic and foreign
policies has been minimal.

The Commission recommends that the ONDCP function instead as the president’s chief advisor on
counternarcotics, providing objective, reliable information about which policies are most effective.
It should also serve as the president’s forum for managing both supply-reduction and demand-
reduction polices, ensuring that options are fully analyzed before reaching the White House. It
should evaluate ongoing efforts and monitor trends to anticipate drug risks before they become
full-blown epidemics.

The ONDCP needs to develop more effective measures of supply-control policies, most of which
still focus on plant-based drugs. While demand-side efforts have benefitted from public health
research, there is a dearth of research on supply-side measures. For example, the 2020 National
Drug Control Strategy (NDCS) focuses on reducing drug availability as reflected by purity-adjusted
prices, although the impact of supply interventions (such as eradication and interdiction) on these
prices, which have fallen or remained stable over the past decade, remains unclear.54

Moreover, the ONDCP’s long-standing goal of reducing purity-adjusted prices does not address the
problem of heroin or cocaine adulterated with fentanyl and other psychoactive substances. A more
appropriate goal may be to reduce drug toxicity by focusing law enforcement on disrupting fentanyl
supply chains.55

The ONDCP should also consider the harm caused by law enforcement efforts both abroad and at
home. Performance measures should include indicators that measure both the costs and benefits
of law enforcement strategies, such as whether crop eradication, drug interdiction, and kingpin
targeting outweigh the social, economic, and political costs to our partners.

To make ONDCP more effective, the president should:

= Require the ONDCP to develop new supply control performance measures. The
ONDCP should support the State Department by convening an interagency task force to
develop new long-, medium-, and short-term metrics. The supply-control indicators in the
2020 NDCS—potential production of plant-based drugs (cocaine and heroin), cocaine
removals in the transit zone, and drug seizures at the US border and points of entry—focus
principally on plant-based drugs.5¢ The ONDCP needs to work with implementing agencies
to develop and test new performance measures linked to its primary objective: saving lives.
This means measuring not just the price and purity of illicit drugs, but also their toxicity.

52 H.R.5210 - Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1988.

53 The ONDCP has publicly decertified an agency budget only once: in 1997 Barry McCaffrey instructed the Defense Department to
resubmit a larger anti-drug budget to the OMB. President Clinton increased the military counternarcotics budget, though not as
much as the ONDCP had requested. See “The General and the “War” on Drugs: Barry McCaffrey and the Office of National Drug
Control Policy, “ Kennedy School of Government Case Program, Harvard University, 1998.

54 Bryce Pardo, “Considering the Harms: Drug Supply Indicators,” (working paper prepared for the WHDPC, Rand Corporation,
April 2020) p. 20.

55 Pardo and Reuter, p. 3.

56 See NDCS: Performance Reporting System 2020, pp. 21-22.
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= Incorporate cost-benefit analysis into drug control strategy. The ONDCP should
work with implementing agencies and partner governments to evaluate the second and
third-order effects associated with both drug trafficking and law enforcement efforts at
each point in the drug supply chain.s” A cost-benefit analysis should weigh the ecological
and social harm caused by both coca cultivation and crop eradication in Colombia, evaluate
the impact of interdiction on drug flows, and explore the relationship between kingpin
targeting and criminal violence in Mexico.

= Direct the ONDCP to work with the interagency to collect timely data on
emerging drug trends. The ONDCP cannot develop pro-active, evidence-based metrics
without real-time data, especially on highly toxic synthetics. The ONDCP should take the
lead on assessing technologies such as wastewater testing to monitor the spread of
synthetic drugs to new markets. It should work with both law enforcement and public
health authorities to find more effective ways to share intelligence and toxicology data from
postmortems or hospital emergency departments. It should also assess whether US law
enforcement and foreign partners are effectively targeting fentanyl trafficking networks.

= Provide the ONDCP with discretionary funding for research to counter
regional illicit drug networks. Congress should give the ONDCP additional resources
for research grants to study the impact of law enforcement efforts both at home and abroad.
These grants could be used to apply innovative law enforcement practices to
counternarcotics policy. 58 For example, focused deterrence, which has been used
successfully in the United States to prevent gang violence, could also be applied in
cooperation with Mexican state and local law enforcement to deter fentanyl production.

57 See Bryce Pardo, “Considering the Harms: Drug Supply Indicators.”

58 On focused deterrence see the Rand Corporation’s “Focused Deterrence Strategy Guide.” On how this strategy could be used to
deter fentanyl trafficking, see Bryce Pardo and Peter Reuter, Enforcement Strategies for fentanyl and other synthetic opioids
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, June 2020).
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Colombia, Eradication and Alternative
Development

l. Introduction

Since 2000, the United States has approved $11.6 billion in foreign assistance for Colombia,
including $10 billion for Plan Colombia, the largest and longest-lasting bilateral aid program in this
hemisphere.! Plan Colombia and its successor programs had two inter-connected goals: 1) to curb
cocaine production in a country that furnishes more than 9o percent of the US supply; and, 2) to
help the Colombian state regain authority in marginalized regions vulnerable to leftist insurgents
and other armed groups.

Colombia has made remarkable progress toward the second goal. A state that 20 years ago seemed
on the brink of collapse—with guerrilla insurgents and paramilitary groups in control of much of
the countryside, one of Latin America’s highest homicide rates, and a struggling economy—is the
firmest US ally in the region, boasting a “vibrant democracy with a stable, market-oriented
economy.”2

While Plan Colombia was a counterinsurgency success, it was a counternarcotics failure. The
country is the world’s largest cocaine producer, despite decades of US-supported efforts to
eradicate crops and interdict shipments. The amount of coca cultivated reached a record 212,000
hectares in 2019 even as the country stepped up efforts, eradicating more than 100,000 hectares.3

Now even counterinsurgency gains are receding as armed groups step up attacks on civilians. The
UN has registered more massacres in 2020 than in any year since the signing of the 2016 peace
accords: at least 42 as of September.4 Colombian human rights groups say the number is higher:
68 massacres in the first three quarters of 2020, with 270 fatalities.5

Many of the victims are ex-combatants, while others are simply local leaders, including some who
have promoted government crop substitution efforts. Indigenous and Afro-Colombian leaders in
conflict-affected regions have been hit especially hard. Many accuse the government of failing to

1 June S. Beittel, Colombia: Background and US Relations, CRS Report No. R43813 (Washington, DC: Congressional Research
Service, Nov. 29, 2019).

2 Kirsten D. Madison, Assistant Secretary, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL), “US-Colombia
Relations: New Opportunities to Reinforce and Strengthen our Bilateral Relationship,” Testimony, Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere (Washington, DC: US Department of State, Sept. 19, 2019).

3 Christine Armario, “US report: Colombia coca production still at record high,” Associated Press, March 5, 2020; “Colombia
eradicates record amount of coca fields last year, president says,” Reuters, Jan. 9, 2020. Some experts question these figures,
however, suggesting the government may be inflating manual eradication numbers. WHDPC interviews, Bogota, Feb. 2020.

4 United Nations Verification Mission in Colombia, Report of the Secretary General (United Nations, 25 Sept. 2020), p. 11. A
massacre is defined as the killing of three or more people. See also “Colombia sees surge in mass killings in 2020: UN,” Aljazeera,
Oct. 2, 2020.

5 “Informe de Masacres en Colombia durante el 2020,” Instituto de Estudios para el Desarrollo y la Paz INDEPAZ), Oct. 18, 2020.
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provide either security or development in their communities, leaving them vulnerable to the armed
groups that profit from drug trafficking and other illicit activities.6

While there are deep disagreements among Colombian officials and experts about how to combat
drug trafficking, there was universal agreement among those consulted by WHDPC that eradicating
coca is not enough. Colombia cannot secure peace and control trafficking without simultaneously
addressing the absence of security and development in vast regions of the country.

The resurgence of violence in outlying areas is not the only crisis Colombia faces. COVID-19 hit an
economy already weakened by falling oil and other commodity prices. The country has also borne
the brunt of the region’s refugee crisis: close to two million Venezuelans fleeing political turmoil
and economic collapse at home have settled in Colombia.” Pandemic lockdowns slowed the exodus
for several months in mid-2020, but the exodus resumed later in the year while many of the shelters
that used to house them remained closed.8

Mass eradication remains central to US counternarcotics policy in Colombia, despite enormous
costs and dismal results. At their High-Level Dialogue in October 2019, the two governments
reaffirmed their “joint 2023 goals of reducing coca cultivation and cocaine production by 50
percent.” That’s the same target declared at the launch of Plan Colombia in 1999, when Colombia
cultivated about 160,000 hectares; now it grows more than 210,000.1°

Even massive spraying failed to achieve the ultimate goal of decreasing cocaine supplies (i.e. raising
street prices) in the United States. US cocaine prices have remained largely stable over the past
decade despite large variations in Colombian supply.! Unless the state is able to provide both
physical and economic security, the history of counternarcotics in Colombia demonstrates that
farmers will revert to coca, often relying on guerrillas or other trafficking groups for protection.

Some US-supported programs appear to be working, however. Former coca farmers are growing
marketable goods, such as cacao and coffee, in certain regions. Many have finally secured formal
title to their land, enabling them to secure credit for the first time. The government and private
companies are building rural roads, constructing schools, and providing sanitation in areas
historically lacking public services. But it is a long-term effort, which will require consistent support
from a government that is beset by urgent demands on multiple fronts.

US political and economic support is critical to these efforts. USAID is Colombia’s largest bilateral
donor while the State Department’s Bureau of Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL) has
built strong partnerships with Colombian security and justice institutions. The United States has
an enormous stake in ensuring that Colombia can bring rule of law and economic prosperity to
regions battered by violence and poverty.

This chapter focuses on two interrelated counternarcotics policies: eradication and alternative
development. The US has supported these efforts for decades, though it is important to remember
that Colombia itself has borne most of the burden. Even at the height of US assistance under Plan

6 Julie Turkewitz and Sofia Villamil, “Indigenous Colombians, Facing New Wave of Brutality, Demand Government Action,” New

York Times, Oct. 24, 2020; International Crisis Group, Leaders under Fire: Defending Colombia’s Front Line of Peace Brussels,
Belgium: International Crisis Group, Oct. 6, 2020).

7“ Venezuelan Refugee and Migrant Crisis,” International Organization for Migration (IOM). Overview based on government
figures, March 2020.

8“ Lockdowns over, Venezuelans are fleeing their country once again,” Associated Press via Los Angeles Times, Oct. 9, 2020.

9“ U.S.-Colombia High Level Dialogue Joint Communique,” Department of State, Oct. 9, 2019.

10 Juan Carlos Garzén-Vergara, “US Foreign Assistance and Alternative Development in Colombia,” paper prepared for WHDPC,
p. 3; Colombia Coca Survey for 2002 (Bogota, Colombia: UNODC, Sept., 2003), p. 3.

11 See discussion in Chapter 2, pp. 12-14; Bryce Pardo, “Considering the Harms: Drug Supply Indicators,” April 2020, paper
prepared for the WHDPC, p. 20.
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Colombia, Colombian taxpayers shouldered more than 9o percent of the cost of counterinsurgency
and counternarcotics operations.12

Section 2 of this chapter provides a brief overview of eradication and its consequences. Section
3 examines the challenges of alternative development programs. Section 4 reviews US assistance
since the 2016 peace accords and Section 5 offers recommendations going forward.

Il. Eradication

Colombia is the only country that has produced the three major plant-based psychoactive drugs—
marijuana, heroin, and cocaine—in significant quantities. The country’s climate and geography are
ideal: all three illicit crops thrive in subtropical climates with mountainous, inaccessible terrain,
and river access to the sea. Most importantly, vast regions of Colombia have little effective state
presence, providing an ideal environment for drug production and trafficking. 3

From marijuana to cocaine

Marijuana was Colombia’s gateway to the international drug trade. It started producing large
amounts of marijuana for US consumption in the 1970s after the Mexican military (with assistance
from the recently created DEA) launched a massive eradication campaign using paraquat, a highly
toxic herbicide.’4 Mexican traffickers undermined demand for their own product by harvesting
tainted plants, prompting US health authorities to issue public warnings against Mexican weed and
sending dealers in search of new suppliers. (A popular bumper sticker in the late 1970s told pot
smokers to “Buy Colombian”.)

Within a few years, Colombian marijuana—especially “Santa Marta Gold”—had largely displaced
Mexican weed, supplying 70 percent of US imports.?® Under US pressure, Colombian President
Julio César Turbay declared trafficking a national security threat and launched “Operation
Fulminant,” sending 10,000 troops to manually eradicate marijuana in the Guajira peninsula and
the Sierra Nevada, a range that runs along the Caribbean coast.”

Enforcement made drug traffickers change their modes of operation. Marijuana fields in both
countries became smaller, harder to discover, and spread to new regions such as Colombia’s Llanos

12 Roy Blunt, Ben Cardin, and Jason Marczak, The Untapped potential of the US-Colombia Partnership: Creating a Modernized
Plan for the Bilateral Relationship (Washington, DC: Atlantic Council, Sept. 2019), p. 14; Assessing the Colombia Peace Process:
The Way Forward in U.S.-Colombia Relations, Hearing before the Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere, Transnational Crime,
Civilian Security, Democracy, Human Rights, and Global Women's Issues, 115 Congress, (Statement of Hon. Camilo Reyes,
Ambassador of Colombia) (Aug. 2017).

13 See Francisco E. Thoumi, Illegal Drugs, Economy, and Society in the Andes, (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson Center Press,
2003).

14 On Mexico’s attempt to eradicate marijuana and opium poppies in the 1970s, see George W. Grayson, Mexico: Narco-Violence
and a Failed State? (New York:, 2010), p. 31; and, Richard Craig, “Condor: Mexico's Antidrug Campaign Enters a New Era,”
Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, vol. 22, no. 3 (Aug. 1980).

15“ Marijuana Outrage,” Washington Post, April 22, 1978

16 Narcotics Intelligence Estimate, The National Narcotics Intelligence Consumers Intelligence Committee, [1979], p. 6. (Digitized
by Google Books and available here: https://bit.ly/392Toxm.)

17 Francisco Thoumi, Political Economy and Illegal Drugs in Colombia (Boulder, Colo, 1995), p. 210.
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Orientales (Eastern Plains). 13 Poppy plantings also spread through the Colombian Andes and by
the late 1990s the country was a major supplier of white powder heroin to the eastern US9

But the most important shift was into the growing market for cocaine, which was more profitable
and more easily smuggled than marijuana. Colombians imported coca leaves or paste from Bolivia
or Peru, manufacturing cocaine in small-scale labs that were hard to detect or destroy.2° Mexican
traffickers then shipped the powder into the United States.

During the 1990s, the quantity of coca cultivated in the three Andean countries (about 200,000
hectares) remained relatively stable, though the share produced in each country changed
drastically. In 1990 Peru had the largest number of hectares (about 57 percent of the total) while
Colombia had the smallest (19 percent). By the end of the decade, Colombia had become the largest
producer (67 percent of total hectares) with Peru (21 percent) and Bolivia (12 percent) trailing by
wide margins.2!

Various factors account for the shift. Peruvian and US forces closed the air bridge used to transport
product to Colombia while also stepping up manual eradication coupled with alternative
development programs.22 Meanwhile, in Colombia the government captured or killed leaders of
both the Medellin and Cali cartels, splitting them into “baby cartels,” which fought viciously among
themselves, helping to spur homicides to record highs.23 The decline of Peruvian coca combined
with the collapse of the cartels provided openings for Colombian guerrilla and paramilitary groups
to assume larger roles in the drug trade, bringing both cultivation and production in-country.

Alarmed by the growing cocaine industry and increasingly bold guerrilla attacks, US and Colombian
officials began work on the joint strategy known as Plan Colombia. Although both countries
understood the connection between drugs and armed actors, US officials billed the plan as a
counter-drug effort to win Congressional support.24 It began with a push into southern Colombia
by counternarcotics battalions equipped with US-supplied helicopters. It also included a massive
effort to destroy coca cultivations with armored sprayer planes, becoming the only Andean country
to use aerial fumigation against coca.25

Aerial fumigation

From 2000 to 2008, the government eradicated approximately 1.4 million hectares, including
about 1.15 million using aerial spraying of the herbicide glyphosate. The area cultivated declined
from about 163,000 to 81,000 hectares. The combination of military operations to control territory

18 Thoumi, Political Economy, pp. 127, 128. According to Thoumi, Colombian marijuana cultivation “grew significantly” from 1982
to 1984, though it had declined by the end of the decade.

19 Thoumi, Illegal Drugs, p. 91. Mexican black tar heroin dominated the west, while Colombian and Southeast Asian heroin
competed in the east. Today, Mexican black tar heroin dominates the US market. Over 90% of heroin seized in the US comes from
Mexico. Drug Enforcement Administration, 2019 National Drug Threat Assessment (Washington, DC: Strategic Intelligence
Section, Drug Enforcement Administration, Dec. 2019), p.24.

20 Russell Crandall, Driven by Drugs: US Policy Toward Colombia, (Boulder, CO, 2008), p. 24.

21 Daniel Mejia and Carlos E. Posada, “Cocaine Production and Trafficking. What do we know?” (Policy Research Working Paper
Series, World Bank, 2007), p. 8.

22 Observers also cite other factors, including a soil fungus that destroyed Peruvian coca plants. See Connie Veillete and Carolina
Navarrete-Frias, Drug Crop Eradication and Alternative Development in the Andes, CRS Report No. RL 33163 (Washington, DC:
Congressional Research Service, Nov. 2005), p. 6.

23 Daniel Mejia, Plan Colombia: An Analysis of Effectiveness and Costs (Brookings Institute, 2016), p. 3.

24 See Peter DeShazo, Johanna Mendelson Forma, Phillip McLean, Countering Threats to Security and Stability in a Failing
State: Lessons from Colombia (Washington, DC: CSIS, Sept. 2009), pp.15-17.

25 DeShazo et. al. “Countering Threats to Security and Stability,” pp. 16, 46. After the 9/11 attacks, Congress provided DoD and
State with broader authorities to support Colombia’s campaign against designated terrorist organizations, including the FARC
(Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia), the ELN (National Liberation Army) and the AUC (United Self-Defense Forces of
Colombia), a paramilitary organization.
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and massive eradication cut into guerrilla revenues. According to some sources, FARC income from
counternarcotics fell by 50 percent from 2003 to 2007, though the guerrillas continued to earn a
formidable $500-$600 million a year, principally by “taxing” growers and processing cocaine.26

Figure 2. Coca Eradication in Colombia, 2000-2019
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The gains from forced eradication were impossible to sustain without a permanent military or
police presence, however. “Aerial spraying,” concluded a 2009 study, “could only disrupt the drug
market and force growers to move production elsewhere.”27 It was also unpopular, undermining
government efforts to expand state presence in coca growing areas. When forced eradication is the
only government intervention, critics argue, it alienates rural communities who will refuse to
collaborate or provide intelligence because they see “the government as an oppressive actor that
seeks to starve and impoverish them.”28

Aerial fumigation of coca further undermines state legitimacy in remote rural areas, said a
Colombian expert: “Campesinos only encounter the state in the form of a plane spraying
herbicide.”29

Aerial fumigation is also expensive. It requires armored spray planes with specially trained pilots
who have to fly low, often over mountainous terrain, spraying in spurts to target small fields hidden

26 Ending Colombia’s FARC Conflict: Dealing the Right Card (Bogot4, Colombia/Brussels, Belgium: International Crisis Group,
March 2009), p. 12

27 DeShazo, et. al., “Countering Threats,” p. 67.

28 Vanda Felbab-Brown, Detoxifying Colombia’s Drug Policy: Colombia’s counternarcotics options and their impact on peace and
state building (Washington, DC: Brookings Institute, Jan. 2020), p.6.

29 WHDPC interviews, Bogota, Feb. 2020.
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in the jungle. Coca growers, moreover, have learned to adapt to fumigation, using methods such as
spraying leaves with molasses, cutting plants back before the herbicide has had time to kill them,
or moving crops into national parks and other protected areas.3° With an effectiveness rate of about
4.2 percent, according to one study, it cost the government approximately $57,000 to eliminate one
hectare of coca leaves worth about $450.3!

During the second term of President Alvaro Uribe (2006-2010), the government reduced aerial
spraying, acknowledging that the effort had been counterproductive. “Instead of uniting
Colombians around the idea of eradicating drugs,” Uribe said, it “causes complaints and provokes
reactions against eradication.”32 Instead his government increased cocaine interdiction and
expanded alternative development under its National Consolidation Plan (see below). Both seizures
and the number of labs destroyed increased significantly.33

Some analysts credit increased interdiction with causing a “supply shock” that sent US cocaine
street prices up sharply after 2008.34 Studies suggest that destroying labs and confiscating
precursor chemicals may be more cost effective and less harmful to local communities than
eradicating coca crops.35 Others point to additional factors, such as criminal diversification into
other illicit industries. As gold prices soared from 2005 to 2011, illegal mining in Colombia rivaled
cocaine as a source of illicit income.36

In 2015, President Juan Manuel Santos suspended aerial eradication despite US objections, citing
a World Health Organization study identifying glyphosate as a probable carcinogen.3” Colombian
courts backed the decision, ruling that the government could not renew spraying until it had a plan
to minimize and monitor health and environmental risks. The ruling also required the government
to consult affected communities before renewing aerial spraying.38

Coca'’s resurgence

Colombian cocaine production began to surge after 2012, several years before Colombia suspended
fumigation. Interestingly, US prices have remained largely stable, even as Colombian production
soars, perhaps because traffickers are not shipping additional product to the US but instead
exploiting markets in Europe and South America.39

Declining eradication was likely not the only reason for coca’s resurgence. Many analysts blame the
government’s crop substitution program, which it announced in May 2014 during the peace

30 Mejia, “Plan Colombia,” p.9.

31 See Mejia, “Plan Colombia,” p. 9. This study assumes that it costs about $2,400 to fumigate one hectare of coca. The
government’s own estimates, as presented to the Constitutional Court in 2019, range from $600 per hectare, according to the
Defense Ministry, to $21,000 per hectare, according to the Presidential Substitution Directorate. See Adam Isacson, “The Costs of
Restarting Aerial Coca Spraying in Colombia,” WOLA, Feb. 11, 2020.

32 David Adams, “Colombia Sheds Messy Drug Spraying at Last,” Tampa Bay Times, Sept. 14, 2009.

33 UNODC, “Colombia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 2013 (Colombia: UNODC, June 2014), pp. 99-100.

34 Daniel Mejia, “Plan Colombia,” p. 11.

35 Ibid.

36 Geoffrey Ramsey, “Gold Overtaking Coca for Colombia’s Gangs: Report,” InSight Crime, Sept. 12, 2012.

37 The US Environmental Protection Agency has concluded that glyphosate is “not likely to be carcinogenic.” For more on these
competing assessments, see Charles M. Benbrook, “How did the US EPA and IARC reach diametrically opposed conclusions on the
genotoxicity of glyphosate-based herbicides?” Environmental Sciences Europe, 2 (2019). Bayer, which owns Monsanto, the maker
of Roundup (whose key ingredient is glyphosate) recently agreed to pay $10 billion to settle the claims of cancer victims, though it
maintains the product is safe. See Patricia Cohen, “Roundup Maker to Pay $10 Billion to Settle Cancer Suits,” New York Times,
June 24, 2020.

38 Colombia court upholds conditions for restarting aerial coca fumigation” Reuters, July 18, 2019. The Duque government
planned to restart by July 2019, though it has struggled to meet the court’s requirements while also securing planes, personnel,
and supplies. WHDPC interviews, Bogot4, Feb. 2020. The Covid-19 pandemic has also delayed community consultations. See Kata
Karath, “Pandemic upends Colombia’s controversial drug war plan to resume aerial spraying,” Science, June 11, 2020.

39 Pardo, WHDPC paper, p. 20.
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negotiations with FARC guerrillas. By promising cash subsidies in exchange for voluntary
eradication, the government created perverse incentives that encouraged farmers to plant more
coca. Officials rushed to register families for the program after the 2016 accords, often without
verifying how much, where, or when coca was planted.4°

Traffickers are also adept at switching between illicit products. As gold prices surged during the
commodities boom, coca production declined, particularly in areas with illegal mining, such as Baja
Cauca in Antioquia.4t When gold prices fell after 2012, some seem to have switched back to coca.
Enforcement against illegal mining also increased as the government—alarmed by the involvement
of armed groups and the poisoning of waterways—stepped up military and police operations and
banned the unlicensed use of mercury to remove gold. 42

Perhaps most importantly, the FARC’s withdrawal from cocaine trafficking after the 2016 accords
opened the drug business up to other groups who have ramped up cultivation. A variety of illegal
actors—dissident FARC groups, the ELN (Ejército de Liberacién Nacional or National Liberation
Army), and apolitical criminal bands—operate in remote, ecologically fragile areas, profiting not
only from coca but also from other illegal rackets such as illegal mining and logging, wildlife
trafficking, and extortion.43

Although coca cultivation has expanded, it is concentrated in a relatively small amount of territory.
Nearly half of Colombia’s coca crops are located in ten municipalities. Just two of these—Tibu in
Norte de Santander and Tumaco in Narifio—account for 20 percent of the crop. Between 2010 and
2018, the number of municipalities with coca dropped from 226 to 176.44

Figure 3. Coca Cultivation in 2010 and 2018, by hectares
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40 Daniel Mejia, Mounu Prem, Juan F. Vargas, “The Rise and Persistence of Illegal Crops: Evidence From A Naive Policy
Announcement,” Latin American and the Caribbean Economic Association, Oct. 2019. WHDPC interviews, Bogota, Jan. 2020.

41 James Bargent, “Colombia: From Coca Cultivation to Gold Mining and Back” Insight Crime, Sept. 22, 2015.

42 “Santos declara guerra a la mineria ilegal negocio que mueve 7 billones de pesos,” El Pais, July 30, 2015; “Prohiben el mercurio
en la mineria de oro en Colombia,” El Tiempo, July 16, 2018.

43 Juan Carlos Garz6én and Maria Victoria Llorente, ¢Por qué siguen aumentando los cultivos de coca en Colombia? Fundacién
Ideas para la Paz, June 2018. For more on illegal groups in Colombia, see the website of the Colombian Organized Crime
Observatory, a joint project by the Universidad de Rosario and InSight Crime.

44 Estimates by Juan Carlos Garzén based on data from the Ministry of Justice and Law’s Observatorio de Drogas de Colombia

(0ODO).
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These illicit crops are increasingly located in regions where aerial spraying is prohibited or
restricted, including natural parks, indigenous reserves, lands belonging to Afro-Colombians, and
borderlands.45 The national government’s ability to intervene in these areas is subject to legal
restrictions designed to protect the environment and the rights of ethnic communities. Under an
agreement with the government of Ecuador, moreover, the government has promised not to spray
glyphosate from planes within 10 kilometers of border, which has become a major coca cultivation
area.46

This means that aerial fumigation on the scale of Plan Colombia is impossible today, even if the
government manages to overcome the legal, financial, and political hurdles.

As it prepares to renew aerial fumigation, the Duque government has promised to use “all available
tools” to reduce drug trafficking along the entire value chain from eradicating crops to destroying
labs and seizing cocaine. In 2019, the Colombian government seized 433,036 kilograms of cocaine
(up 6 percent from the previous year) and destroyed 5,461 labs (up 16 percent).47 It has stepped up
manual eradication, increasing the number of mobile eradication teams from 23 to 150.48 This work
can be deadly. Over the past decade, 136 public security personnel and civilians have died and more
than 725 have been maimed or wounded, often by land mines, during manual eradication
operations.49

WHDPC visited an eradication site in Tumaco, Narifo, by police helicopter in February 2020. The
mobile eradication team had hiked several days to reach fields located on remote mountainsides,
where they would camp for more than two months. In addition to the civilian eradicators—generally
farm laborers recruited from another region—the team required multiple layers of security: riot
police to handle protestors, an elite tactical squad for protection from armed actors, plus handheld
bomb detectors and a bomb-sniffing dog to find improvised explosive devices. None of this ensures
lasting results; the field visited by WHDPC had been eradicated before.

Because manual eradication is so difficult and dangerous, some outside experts argue that the
government should renew aerial spraying, though only as a last resort. “Conditions on the ground
should determine which tool to use,” said one USAID advisor, who said spraying may be necessary
where manual eradication teams are at risk of attack.5° Another argued that spraying should be
limited to “industrial-sized” plots or those planted away from established communities, where
alternative development is not feasible.5!

All agreed, however, that eradication alone was not sustainable. Over the long run, the only way to
control coca cultivation is to provide communities with security and viable economic alternatives.

lll. Alternative Development

Alternative development combines eradication with positive incentives to help those dependent on
illegal crops transition to legal activities. US support for these efforts in the Andes dates back to the

45 UNODC, Monitoreo de territorios afectados por cultivos ilicitos 2018 (Bogota, Colombia: UNODC, Aug. 2019) p. 16

46 “Ecuador supervisa en frontera que fumigacion colombiana no afecte al pais,” EI Comercio, March 15, 2014. The Colombian
government may use low-flying drones along the border and other special areas. “Vuelve el glifosato, pero ahora en drones. ¢Qué
significa este cambio de politica?” La Semana, June 27, 2018.

47 UNODC, Monitorio de territorios afectados por cultivos ilicitos 2019 (Bogota, Colombia: UNODC, July 2020) p. 15.

48 WHDPC interviews, Bogota, Feb. 2020.

49 “Disidencias, ELN y ‘clan del Golfo’, los que atacan a erradicadores,” El Tiempo, Sept. 8, 2020.

50 WHDPC interviews, Bogot4, Feb. 2020.

5t WHDPC interview, Dec. 2019.
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crop substitution policies of the 1970s and 80s. Although these projects identified and promoted
alternative crops, they generally failed to address the financial and infrastructural constraints faced
by impoverished farmers in remote rural areas.52

Coca cultivation has key advantages that most other agricultural goods lack: it can be harvested up
to six times a year, the paste can be easily transported even in regions lacking good roads, and it
has an assured market.53 That does not mean that coca farmers—who have to accept prices set by
the armed groups that control cultivation areas—are prosperous. The net annual income of a grower
with one acre of coca is about $3,500, according to UNODC surveys. 54

To address these issues, crop substitution has given way to integrated rural development
approaches, whose goal is not simply to replace illicit sources of income but to transform territories,
integrating post-conflict, coca-growing regions into the wider economy.55

These broader strategies, however, require a long-term “whole of government” approach, which the
Colombian government and its donors have not managed to coordinate or sustain. Past US efforts
had a major limitation, moreover. Under its “zero-coca” model, the US could only provide
assistance in areas shown to be coca-free. In theory, this would promote a culture of legality, but in
reality, “USAID was unable to provide assistance for coca growers to switch to and remain in legal
livelihoods. 56

Under Plan Colombia, USAID implemented two major rural programs between 2006 and 2011:
ADAM (Areas de Desarrollo Alternativo Municipal or Areas for Municipal Level Alternative
Development) and MIDAS (Mas Inversién para el Desarrollo Alternativo, or More Investment for
Sustainable Alternative Development). ADAM, which had $189 million in funding, targeted 75
municipalities to promote productive projects and institution building, by strengthening municipal
governments and civil society collaboration. MIDAS, with $180 million promoted marketable
crops, such as cacao and specialty coffee, promoting public/private alliances in six geographical
corridors.57

Neither program contributed to a significant reduction of illicit crops, however, which was their
overall objective. Insecurity within coca-growing regions amid Colombia’s ongoing conflict limited
their reach, as did the “zero-coca” approach, which allowed USAID to work only in communities
that lacked or had already eradicated coca.58

Consolidation

President Uribe’s second term focused on building an effective state presence in strategic zones, an
effort supported by the US government’s Colombia Strategic Development Initiative (CSDI), which

52 Navarrete-Frias, Drug Crop Eradication, 2005, p. 8.

53 UNODC, Colombia: Monitoreo 2018, p. 51; Jeremy McDermott, “Is Colombia Again the World’s Top Cocaine Producer?,”
InSight Crime, May, 6, 2015.

54 UNODC, Colombia: Monitoreo 2019, p.53.

55 See, for example, David Mansfield, “Alternative Development: The Modern Thrust of Supply Side Policy,” Bulletin on Narcotics,
vol. 51, no. 1, Dec. 1998; also Garzén, WHDPC paper.

56 Jennifer Grover, U.S. Counternarcotics Assistance Achieved Some Positive Results, but State Needs to Review the Overall U.S.
Approach, GAO-19-106 (Washington, DC: Government Accountability Office, Dec. 2018), p. 60. The Obama administration
abandoned the zero-coca requirement. See Felbab-Brown, p. 9-10.

57 Management Systems International, Post-implementation evaluation of the programs More Investment in Sustainable
Alternative Development (MIDAS) and Areas for Municipal-Level Alternative Development (ADAM), (Washington, DC:
Management Systems International, March 2014) ; Felbab-Brown et al., “Assessment of the Implementation of the United States
Government’s Support for Plan Colombia’s Illicit Crop Reduction Components,” USAID, April 17, 2009, p.34-.

58 Felbab-Brown, et. al., “Assessment,” p. 38.
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implemented programs in 40 of the government’s 58 priority municipalities.59 Its signature effort
was the Plan de Consolidacion Integral de la Macarena (Plan for Integral Consolidation of the
Macarena or PCIM), which called for sequenced steps to establish state authority and promote
development in the central department of Meta, a historic FARC stronghold.6°

PCIM, funded by the Colombian government and USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI),
first established a police presence in urban centers, freeing the military to operate in outlying rural
areas. Only after areas were secure did the government begin eradication, whether voluntary or
forced. OTI focused on quick-impact programs—primarily rural infrastructure and income-
generating activities—designed to showcase the positive impact of state presence. The program also
emphasized local participation, “with investment decisions worked out based on the priorities of
each rural settlement and municipality.”6:

Coca cultivation in the region declined significantly under PCIM, from 14,206 hectares in 2005 to
3,857 in 2009.62 Potential cocaine production also fell from 26 metric tons in 2008 to 14 in 2009.63
The program relied mainly on manual eradication by mobile teams, along with the surgical use of
aerial fumigation.64

Another USAID-supported program—Familias Guardabosques (Family Forest Wardens)—offered
incentives to rural communities in areas that could not be sprayed such as national parks or
reserves. In return for conditional cash transfers, beneficiaries participate in eradication along with
reforestation and conservation efforts. The program also offered productive projects and land
formalization for families outside protected areas. Participants voluntarily eradicated just over
14,500 hectares of illicit crops, with a replanting rate of only 5 percent.t5

Most other consolidation areas failed to replicate these results, however. The pilot program in La
Macarena had more autonomy than subsequent efforts, allowing local authorities to coordinate the
military and police. In other areas, consolidation programs consisted of small construction and
investment projects implemented with little strategic vision.¢ In coca-growing regions such as Bajo
Cauca Antioquia, authorities continued to rely heavily on aerial fumigation, provoking farmer
protests, “at a serious cost to the plan’s legitimacy.”¢7

President Juan Manuel Santos, though he had promoted consolidation as defense minister,
concentrated on peace negotiations with the FARC and implementation of the 2011 victims’ and
land restitution law.68 Without strong presidential support, the program lost the clout needed to
force national agencies to cooperate. Politics took precedence over strategy. Consolidation efforts
became “less a state-building program and more of a traditional, clientelistic giveaway program.”c9

59 USAID, “Colombia Program At-A-Glance,” Aug. 2013.

60 See DeShazo, et. al., “Countering”, pp. 27-32; Robert D. Lamb, Maria Cristina Olano, Johanna Mendelson Forman and Caroline
Hartzell, USAID/OTT's Initial Governance Response Program in Colombia: A Final Evaluation (Washington, DC: CSIS, June 30,
2011); Adam Isacson, “Consolidating ‘Consolidation,” WOLA, Dec. 2012; Garzon, WHDPC paper, p.19.

61 Gustavo Duncan Cruz and Alejandro Reyes Posada, Policy Paper: Plan de Consolidacion de la Macarena, Sept., 2009, p. 4.

62 Estimates by Juan Carlos Garz6n based on data from the Ministry of Justice and Law’s Observatorio de Drogas de Colombia
(ODC).

63 UNODC, Colombia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 2010 (Bogot, Colombia: UNODC, June 2011), p. 80.

64 Juan Carlos Palou, Gerson Arias, Carlos Barajas, Miguel Ortega, Juan Pablo Liévano, Carlos Otalora, “Balance de la Politica
Nacional de Consolidacion Territorial,” Fundacion Ideas para la Paz, Sept., 2011.

65 National Planning Department, Evaluacion del Programa Familias Guardabosques y Grupo Mévil de Erradicacion, Informe
Final, (Bogota, Colombia: Departamento Nacional de Planeacion, Dec. 2012), p. 48.

66 Comments provided to WHDPC.

67 Palou et al., “Balance de la Politica Nacional de Consolidacién Territorial,” p. 26.

68 Adam Isacson, “Consolidating,” p.15.

69 Ibid., p. 17.
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In its assessment of US counternarcotics assistance, the GAO noted that “coordination challenges
with the Colombian government” were undermining the consolidation program, including “a lack
of political support, disorganization at the top levels of the Colombian government, [...] and the
politicization of the Colombian government’s administrative entity leading the effort.”7o

IV. Post-Conflict Assistance

Colombia’s 310-page peace agreement signed in 2016 had two broad goals, ending the conflict and
addressing its root causes. The most immediate objective was to disarm and demobilize the FARC
while providing justice and reparations for victims; the ultimate goal was to establish a positive
state presence in historically neglected rural communities by implementing ambitious land reform
and rural development programs.7t The initial price tag was estimated to be approximately $45
billion.72

The 2016 peace accords require implementation over 15 years, i.e. three presidential terms.
Whether its rural development programs will receive the high-level political commitment needed
to succeed, however, is unclear. Although President Duque has criticized the accords (especially
some transitional justice provisions), he has promised to implement them. He has little choice. The
accords are enshrined in the Colombian constitution, which means changes require a two-thirds
majority.73

Rural reforms could still die of neglect. The government planned to use oil royalties and tax breaks,
including a program called Obras por Impuestos (Works for Taxes) that allows private companies
to cover a portion of their taxes by financing and executing roads, sanitation, education, and other
public works. But low global prices—compounded by coronavirus shutdowns—have battered the oil
industry. While the government reports good results from its tax incentives programs, investments
have been concentrated in a few regions, limiting the program’s impact. 74

Providing massive assistance to remote rural communities will be politically challenging, especially
as the economy struggles to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. Colombia, moreover, still faces
a refugee crisis. Providing health care, education, and humanitarian assistance to more than a
million Venezuelan refugees costs the treasury more than $1 billion a year.7s

“It’s not insecurity or lack of [local] acceptance that’s holding us back,” said an official working on
post-conflict stabilization programs. “It’s lack of money.”76

At the center of rural development plans under the peace accords are the Territorially Focused
Development Plans (PDETSs), which are designed to transform 171 municipalities in 16 subregions
with histories of armed conflict, extreme poverty, illicit economics, and low fiscal capacity. The
PDETs establish local priorities for a variety of projects or services—roads, health care, education,

70 Jennifer A. Grover, Colombia: U.S. Counternarcotics Assistance Achieved Some Positive Results, but State Needs to Review the
Overall U.S. Approach, GAO-19-106 (Washington, DC: GAO, Dec. 2018) p. 61.

7t See International Crisis Group, In the Shadow of ‘No’: Peace after Colombia’s Plebiscite (Brussels, Belgium: International Crisis
Group, Jan. 2017); “Rural development as a path to peace in Colombia is an example for the world,” FAO, July 5, 2017; “The
Colombian Peace Process after Two Years,” Washington DC Seminar, Kroc Institute for international Peace Studies, June 10-11,
2019.

72 Peace will cost Colombia $44 billion over 10 years, senator says,” Reuters, Oct. 4, 2014.

73 Francisco Serrano, “Colombia’s Uneasy Peace,” Foreign Policy, July 16, 2019.

74 Harold Martinez,Paula Gutiérrez, Daniel Medina, Obras por Impuestos: Medida para transformar las zonas mds afectadas
por el conflicto armado en Colombia (Bogota, Colombia: Fundacion Ideas para la Paz (FIP), Feb. 2019), p. 8.

75 Government estimates provided to WHDPC.

76 WHDPC interviews, Bogota, Jan. 2020.
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technical assistance, market access—that must now be incorporated into local and national
development programs.

If carried out, the PDETs would be unprecedented. First, as an exercise in grass roots, bottom-up
planning in a country where an economic and political gulf has long separated urban elites from
peasant farmers, and second, as a major transfer of financial resources and know-how from the
country’s wealthy centers to its impoverished periphery.

Eradicating coca within the PDETs is the easy part, officials say. You can destroy illicit crops within
a few weeks. Establishing productive activities may take four or five years while building the
infrastructure needed to sustain and expand local development will take at least a decade.””

How much coca you rip out “doesn’t matter,” a Colombian official told WHDPC, pointing out that
eradication alone is unsustainable. “What matters are the next two stages.” 78 Alternative
development requires “patience and perseverance” said a veteran official who worked on the
Consolidation Plan, qualities both the government and donors have all-too-often lacked.

Some analysts argue the Colombian government’s 15-year time frame is too short.

“To achieve sustainable and robust reduction of illicit crop cultivation, Colombia must [...] expand
its timeline of drug policy and state-building intervention well beyond 15 years,” writes an expert
on international counternarcotics policies. “To achieve any viable transformative effects, it will also
have to concentrate resources to selected zones of strategic intervention and gradually connect
them and expand them to encompass larger areas in state intervention efforts.””9

Priority zones

The Duque government’s strategy incorporates some elements of the Consolidation Plan, including
geographic targeting. The government designated five priority areas (Zonas Futuro) to accelerate
security and development efforts in municipalities that collectively contain more than half of the
country’s coca crops.8e

Zonas Futuro is designed to be a “PDET accelerator,” a Colombian presidential advisor told
WHDPC.81 If properly implemented, it should replicate the achievements of other holistic, targeted
efforts, such as the consolidation plan in La Macarena.

Security and development are both essential to the strategy. While USAID concentrates on rural
development, INL focuses on eradication and rural policing, working with the Colombian National
Police (PNC) to increase its presence in post-conflict areas. The PNC, which is under the Ministry
of Defense, has struggled to find and train new recruits, especially in rural areas, however. Only five
of the country’s 32 departments consistently meet recruitment goals.82

77 WHDPC interviews, Bogot4, Jan. 2020.

78 WHDPC meetings, Jan./Feb. 2020.

79 Vanda Felbab-Brown, “Detoxifying,” p. 1.

8o Presidencia de la Republica, “El proposito de las Zonas Futuro es mejorar la seguridad en los territories y generar Desarrollo al
cambiar economias ilicitas por economias licitas: Alto Comisionado para la Paz,” Jan. 29, 2020.

8t WHDPC interviews, Bogot4, Feb. 2020.

82 INL grants notice for a Colombian National Police Human Resources Assessment, May 8, 2020. Calls for police reform have
increased following violent protests against police brutality in September. See “Why Colombia’s militarised police need reform,”
The Economist, Sept. 19, 2020.
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USAID’s 2014-2020 strategy was designed to help Colombia implement the peace accords by
strengthening democratic institutions, state presence, and economic opportunities in post-conflict
areas. Its rural development programs have four priorities: rural roads, market access, financial
inclusion, and land titling.

WHDPC’s recommendations for US assistance to Colombia would strengthen these ongoing
efforts while ensuring that US assistance is cost-effective, based on relevant performance and
outcome metrics.

V. Recommendations

Use the High-Level Partnership Dialogue to develop a compact for US/Colombian
cooperation going forward. 83 The two countries should formulate a strategy that integrates drug
interdiction, security, and alternative development programs in a comprehensive, targeted
approach that addresses the specific needs of communities impacted by criminal organizations.

The High-Level Partnership Dialogue should develop outcome indicators that measure progress
for each region on an annual basis, using this review to adjust programs and budgets.

This dialogue, currently in its ninth round, must also engage the international community
and private sector. The US and Colombia should therefore consider convening an
international conference that includes representatives from other donor nations, multilateral
organizations, and the private sector. Better coordination among host government agencies,
donors, and other key stakeholders is especially important to sustain these efforts and make
efficient use of limited resources.

The United States must also facilitate assistance to demobilized rebels in post-conflict
zones. The US Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) should license demobilization
and reintegration programs in these regions. Current OFAC restrictions undermine the work of INL
and USAID in areas where demobilized rebels have returned to civilian life. Although USAID has
obtained specific waivers to work with former child soldiers, it has been unable to support PDET
programs in some communities. An OFAC license would allow the US government to support
Colombian government efforts to provide alternative livelihoods to former rebels and their families.

As the two countries develop their compact for cooperation the High-Level Partnership Dialogue
should consider the following:

= Selective use of forced eradication: Eradication efforts, whether aerial or manual,
should focus on large-scale coca producers or used selectively, in consultation with local
leaders, to prevent traffickers from returning to areas with ongoing development projects.
Sending workers and security forces into remote areas to eliminate small plots of coca is a
wasteful and ultimately fruitless effort.

83 “US-Colombia High Level Dialogue,” United States Department of State, Oct. 11, 2019.
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= Destruction of cocaine labs: Studies suggest that destroying labs and confiscating
precursor chemicals may be more cost effective and less harmful to local communities than
eradicating coca crops.84 The US should provide additional support for the interdiction of
fuel and precursor chemicals traveling via rivers, particularly in Narifio, which produces
more cocaine than any other department.85 Narifio has over 720 miles of rivers and few
roads connecting it to the rest of the country, making the riverine route the most attractive
option for precursor traffickers.8¢

=  Building tertiary roads: Road building is a popular, highly visible way to demonstrate
progress. It also provides immediate employment while longer term efforts take hold.
Roads are negatively correlated with coca production: they allow security forces and other
public services in and help farmers get perishable or fragile goods out to market,
undercutting one of the main advantages of coca paste, which can be stuffed in a sack and
transported in a backpack, if necessary.87

= Land titling and financial inclusion: Land titling efforts should be strengthened and
accelerated. USAID currently supports land titling in 70 Colombian municipalities through
its land formalization program, Nuestra Tierra Préspera.s8 Officials estimate that more
than half of rural parcels in Colombia lack formal titles, making it difficult for farmers to
get credit, access government services, or attract investment.89

To help the Colombian government reach its goal of registering all lands in the national territory
by 2025, the US should continue supporting the national cadaster program and other long-term
development initiatives. It should accompany land titling with financial inclusion projects to give
farmers and small business owners the credit they need to develop economically viable alternatives
to coca and other illicit crops.

= Agribusiness opportunities: The US should continue supporting efforts to expand
agribusiness opportunities through USAID’s Producers to Market Alliances (PMA)
program. The PMA works with local producing associations to help them place their goods
on domestic and international markets. The US should extend or establish preferential
treatment for products from post-conflict areas to encourage sustainable, demand-driven
investments.

Donors should also facilitate the creation of cooperatives or mutual companies, modeled
on Colombia’s National Coffee Federation (known as Fedecafé) to provide a guaranteed market for
alternative crops. Fedecafé offers coffee producers technical assistance, and a guaranteed purchaser
in exchange for quality beans.

= The US Development Finance Corporation (DFC), a new federal agency that supports
private development projects, is another way to expand financing for businesses willing to
invest in post-conflict areas.9°

84 Mejia, “Plan Colombia.”

85 Héctor Silva Avalos, “Narifio, Colombia: Ground Zero of the Cocaine Trade,” InSight Crime, June 7, 2017.

86 WHDPC Meeting with ONDCP, Oct. 16, 2019.

87 WHDPC interviews, Bogota January 2020.

88 US Embassy in Colombia, “Estados Unidos apoya programa “Nuestra Tierra Prospera,” Jan. 31, 2020.

89 Marcela Chaves, “Why should you care about land policies in Colombia?,” USAID, Sept. 9, 2019.

90 Presidencia de Colombia, “Presidente Duque resalta apoyo de 5.000 millones de délares del Gobierno de Estados Unidos, en los
proximos afos, para inversion integral en territorios afectados por el narcotréfico,” Jan. 16, 2020; and “Colombia anuncia ayuda
de EE. UU. por USD 5.000 millones para combatir narcotrafico,” El Heraldo, Jan. 17, 2020; WHDPC Virtual meeting with
Colombian Minister of Defense and Colombian Ambassador to the US, July 30, 2020.
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= Alternative livelihoods: The US and Colombian governments should promote land
stewardship and sustainable tourism in parts of the country where farming is not an option.
According to recent estimates, close to 60 percent of all coca crops fall outside of
Colombia’s agricultural belt.9:

= Protection of local leaders: The US should help Colombia implement the
Comprehensive Program of Safeguards for Women Leaders and Human Rights Defenders
and the Comprehensive Protection and Security Program for Communities and
Organizations in the Territories. Afro-Colombian, indigenous, and human rights leaders
have faced violent attacks, often in retaliation for participating in crop substitution
programs. The US should encourage the Colombian government to fulfill its obligation to
protect vulnerable communities.92

9t Juan Carlos Garzon, Acceso a la tierra y sustitucion de cultivos ilicitos (Bogota, Colombia: Fundacion Ideas para la Paz, Dec.
2018), p. 11.
92 Human Rights Watch, World Report 2020: Colombia, Events of 2019, July 7, 2020, p. 143.
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4

Mexico, Law Enforcement and Criminal
Justice Reform

l. Introduction

The United States and Mexico share one of the world’s busiest borders. Normally more than
500,000 people and $1.7 billion in goods and services cross to and from each country every day.!
In addition to legal commerce and travel, the border also permits enormous illicit flows of
dangerous drugs into the United States and of powerful firearms into Mexico.

Stopping transnational crime is of vital interest to both countries. The US needs to stop criminal
groups from smuggling the illicit drugs that threaten the health and safety of US citizens. Mexico
wants to halt the drug-related crime that has overwhelmed its security and justice systems,
corrupted political institutions, and sent homicides to record levels.

Mexican cartels are among the most powerful transnational criminal organizations in the world.
They dominate drug trafficking in the Western Hemisphere, controlling the transit and distribution
of most of the cocaine and heroin consumed in the United States.2 Mexican criminal groups are
also involved in the sale and production of fentanyl, a powerful synthetic opioid linked to
approximately 2/3 of all opioid overdoses.3

The two countries launched a joint effort to address their common security challenges in 2007 with
the Mérida Initiative, a multi-year US commitment to provide Mexico with resources for training
and equipment, information sharing, border security, and judicial reform. Although the
approximately $3 billion Congress has provided to Mexico since 2008 pales in comparison to the
$10 billion appropriated under Plan Colombia, the Mérida Initiative was, nonetheless,
unprecedented.

Under the principle of “shared responsibility” for drug trafficking, the two countries have worked
closely on law enforcement and intelligence, a remarkable level of collaboration given Mexico’s
sensitivity to outside interference. With US assistance, Mexico also launched a sweeping criminal
justice reform, which is making judicial proceedings both faster and fairer.4

The Mérida Initiative is in urgent need of reassessment, however. The US arrest of former Defense
Minister General Salvador Cienfuegos on drug charges in October 2020 has undermined trust.
Although the Justice Department dropped the charges in November, saying it would turn evidence
over to Mexican authorities, the incident could threaten future collaboration.5 Cienfuegos, who

1“Border Crossing Entry Data, Annual,” Bureau of Transportation Statistics, 2018; Ana Swanson, “Avocado Shortages and Price
Spikes: How Trump’s Border Closing Would Hit U.S.,” The New York Times, April 1, 2019.

2 Drug Enforcement Administration, 2019 National Drug Threat Assessment (Washington, DC: Strategic Intelligence Section,
Drug Enforcement Administration, Dec. 2019), p. 99.

3 Center for Disease Control and Prevention, “Drug Overdose Deaths,” March 19, 2020. Most of the illegal fentanyl sold in the US
comes either directly from China or across the border from Mexico. See “Fentanyl: The Most Dangerous Illegal Drug in America,”
RAND, Jan. 13, 2020; Steven Dudley, Debra Bonello, Jamie Lopez-Aranda, Mexico's Role in the Deadly Rise of Fentanyl
(Washington, DC: Wilson Center, Feb. 2019).

4 Report: The New Criminal Justice System in Mexico, (World Justice Project, June 25, 2018).

5 “U.S. dropping case against former Mexican defense secretary,” Associated Press via Politico, Nov. 17, 2020.
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denies the charges, had worked closely with US counterparts to combat drug trafficking. Mexico’s
foreign minister protested the United States’ failure to inform the Mexican government about its
investigation.®

US-Mexican security cooperation, moreover, has neither protected US citizens from toxic illegal
drugs nor Mexicans from vicious criminal gangs. The pandemic is heightening these twin crises.
US overdoses and Mexican homicides are likely to again surpass previous records in 2020.7 Limited
access to treatment combined with social isolation and economic distress appears to be increasing
substance abuse in the US while disruptions to drug markets are fueling violent struggles over turf
and smuggling routes in Mexico.8

The US and Mexico need to re-assess the threats faced by both countries and then develop a joint
law enforcement strategy that focuses on the deadliest cartels, especially those involved in fentanyl
trafficking and the hyperviolent gangs engaged in deadly turf wars. Agencies in both countries
should develop strategies to anticipate and mitigate the harms of law enforcement operations.

The US should also engage Mexican counterparts in a re-evaluation of US assistance for
institutional capacity building. As discussed below, the impact of US training and technical
assistance remains unclear. The two countries need to design a new version of the Mérida Initiative
based on mutual goals and clear metrics to evaluate performance going forward.

Finally, both governments need to reaffirm their shared responsibility for drug trafficking. The
WHDPC mandate is to examine US foreign policy—not domestic policies—for public health and
gun control. However, as discussed in the introduction to this report, the US cannot control drug
trafficking without also curbing US demand. US markets provide the dollars that motivate
traffickers and the weapons that render them deadly.

Section 2 examines the evolution of Mexican drug cartels into highly diversified transnational
criminal organizations. It also examines the limitations and potential harms of kingpin targeting.
Section 3 provides a brief history and overview of the Mérida Initiative, focusing on US assistance
for law enforcement and criminal justice reform. Section 4 looks at the evolution of Mexican
security policy. Section 5 looks at the impact of assistance and Section 6 provides
recommendations to make US-Mexico cooperation more effective in the future.

6 Kevin Sieff, Mary Beth Sheridan, and Missy Ryan, “U.S. arrest of former Mexican defense chief tests anti-drug alliance,”
Washington Post, Oct. 24, 2020; “Mexico bristles at U.S. for role in ex-army chief's arrest,” Reuters, Oct. 29, 2020. Only ten
months earlier, the US also arrested Gen. Genaro Garcia Luna, former secretary of public security, on drug charges. “Mexico’s ex-
security chief pleads not guilty to drug charges,” Associated Press, Oct. 7, 2020.

7 Josh Katz, Abby Goodnough and Margo Sanger-Katz, “In Shadow of Pandemic, U.S. Drug Overdose Deaths Resurge to Record,”
New York Times; “Mexico homicide rate remains high at 29 per 100,000,” Associated Press via Washington Post, Sept. 24, 2020;
“David Vicentefio, “Se registra el fin de semana mas violento en la historia de México,” Excelsior, Oct. 12, 2020.

8 “Reports of increases in opioid- and other drug-related overdose and other concerns during COVID pandemic,” American
Medical Association, Oct. 31, 2020; Nathan P. Jones and Gary J. Hale, “Organized Crime and the Coronavirus in Mexico,” Baker
Institute, Rice University, July 8, 2020; Robert Muggah, “The Pandemic Has Triggered Dramatic Shifts in the Global Criminal
Underworld,” Foreign Policy, May 8, 2020.
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Il. Mexico’s Criminal Landscape

Mexican drug runners have smuggled heroin and marijuana into the United States since at least
the early twentieth century, but only moved into high-volume trafficking after US law enforcement
shut down cocaine supply routes in the Caribbean during the late 1980s. The shutdown forced
Colombian cartels to shift their cocaine routes up through Central America and Mexico with the
help of local transportistas (carriers). By the 1990s, 80 to 90 percent of the cocaine smuggled into
the United States came across the US-Mexico border.9

Because the Colombian cartels paid them largely in cocaine, Mexican transportistas began
establishing their own distribution networks in the United States. As the Medellin and Cali cartels
disintegrated under law enforcement pressure, these groups evolved into powerful transnational
criminal organizations with affiliates not only in hundreds of US cities but also in Europe and
Africa.lo Mexican traffickers also maintain a strong presence in Central America, working with local
transportistas who receive drugs in fast boats, fishing vessels, or semisubmersibles and then move
them north toward Mexico and, ultimately, onto the US illegal drug market.

In 2006, four major criminal groups controlled most of the country’s illicit drug trade. Today, there
are at least six major transnational criminal organizations (according to the DEA) or nine
(according to the Mexican government) with 28 local branches. Some estimates put the number of
independent or semi-independent criminal cells even higher; a research group identified 463 such
groups operating in Mexico between 2009 and 2019.1

While fragmenting and re-organizing, Mexican criminal groups have also been diversifying into
multiple criminal enterprises. They are not only polydrug smugglers—producing and selling heroin,
cocaine, meth, and other synthetics—but also poly-crime mafias.2

Kidnapping, extortion, and fuel theft are just some of the predatory activities that victimize
ordinary Mexicans. In Michoacan, the Cartel Jalisco Nueva Generacién (Jalisco New Generation
Cartel or CJNG) and a local group known as the Viagras have expanded beyond producing and
trafficking methamphetamines. They are fighting for control of the state’s avocado industry,
demanding growers pay extortion fees and sometimes forcing them to plant new groves in protected
woodlands.13 In Guerrero, where 60 percent of the country’s heroin is produced, multiple groups
also battle for control over illegal mines, logging, and overland precursor routes.4

In Guanajuato—an industrial state far from major smuggling routes—the CJNG is battling the local
Santa Rosa de Lima Cartel for control over the lucrative fuel theft industry, which siphons tens of
millions of dollars’ worth of gasoline from the state oil industry each year.’5 In Tamaulipas, along

9 See Robert C. Bonner (former DEA administrator), “The New Cocaine Cowboys: How to Defeat Mexico’s Drug Cartels,” Foreign
Affairs, vol. 89, no. 4 (July/Aug. 2010), pp. 36-37.

10 “The Transatlantic Cocaine Market,” UNODC, April 2011; “The global drugs trade shifts to west Africa,” The Economist, Nov. 21,
2019.

1 2019 National Drug Threat Assessment, p. 99; Jorge Monroy, “Reconoce gobierno la operacion de 37 céarteles del narco, en el
pais,” El Economista, May 19, 2019; Jane Esberg, “More than Cartels: Counting Mexico’s Crime Rings,” Commentary,
International Crisis Group, May 8, 2020.

12 “DEA issues warning over counterfeit prescription pills from Mexico,” Press release, Drug Enforcement Administration, Nov. 4,
2019.

13 Kate Linthicum, “Inside the bloody cartel war for Mexico’s multibillion-dollar avocado industry,” Los Angeles Times, Nov. 21,
2019.

14 International Crisis Group, Mexico’s Everyday War: Guerrero and the Trials of Peace (Brussels, Belgium: International Crisis
Group, May 4, 2020); Stevenson, Mark, Blackwell, Rebecca. “Mexico’s Vigilantes: Violence and Displacement — a Photo Essay,”
The Guardian, July 2, 2019.

15 José de Cordoba and Robbie Whelan, “Mexico Arrests Alleged Head of Violent Fuel-Theft Gang,” Wall Street Journal, Aug. 2,
2020.
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the northeastern border with Texas, the Zetas and its offshoot, the Northeast Cartel, smuggle drugs
while preying on Central American migrants, including those waiting for US asylum hearings inside
Mexico under the Trump administration’s Migrant Protection Protocols.16

Fentanyl provides another opportunity for smaller criminal groups. Fentanyl labs can “pop up
almost anywhere,” given easy access to chemical precursors and pill press machines from China.?”
Unlike legacy drugs such as marijuana, heroin, and cocaine, fentanyl does not require access to a
larger criminal network that controls territory for cultivation. It is also much easier to smuggle in
small quantities across the border; there is little need to bribe customs officials, refit vehicles, or
construct elaborate tunnels. 8

Abundant high-caliber firearms, most of which come from the United States, render these
internecine struggles even deadlier and fuel more conflict. Of 106,000 guns recovered and traced
by Mexican law enforcement agencies between 2011 and 2016, 70 percent were bought in the
United States.®9

Kingpin targeting

In theory, kingpin—or high-value—targeting should help “disrupt and dismantle” powerful TCOs,
breaking them down into weaker, more easily controlled local mafias. US counternarcotics strategy
in Mexico over the past 15 years has focused on providing Mexico with the intelligence, expertise,
and firepower needed to arrest major traffickers and send them to the United States to face trial.

Judged solely by the number of extraditions from Mexico to the United States, the policy has
succeeded. Under President Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000) Mexico extradited only 68 suspects to the
US, under Vicente Fox (2000-2006), the number rose to 211. Extraditions peaked under Felipe
Calder6n (2006-2012) with a total of 587 criminal suspects.2°

Although Enrique Pefia Nieto extradited fewer criminals (394) to the United States, he continued
his predecessor’s policy of going after drug kingpins. The Pefia Nieto government managed to arrest
and extradite the country’s most famous kingpin, Sinaloa Cartel boss, Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzmaén,
though only after a massive joint military/police manhunt following his brazen escape from a
maximum-security prison.2! Pefia Nieto also continued his predecessor’s war on the cartels,
capturing or killing 110 of the 122 traffickers included on the most-wanted list published at the
beginning of his term.22

The Drug Enforcement Administration’s (DEA) Sensitive Investigative Units (SIUs) play a key role
in many of these operations. These trained and vetted units have a dual function: to build host
nation units capable of handling complex counternarcotics investigations and to provide the DEA

16 Ed Vulliamy, “Kidnappers prey with ‘total impunity’ on migrants waiting for hearings in Mexico,” The Guardian, Feb. 18, 2020.
17 Bryce Pardo, Illicit Supply of Fentanyl and Other Synthetic Opioids: Transitioning Markets and Evolving Challenges,
Testimony, House Committee on Homeland Security, Subcommittee on Intelligence and Counterterrorism and Subcommittee on
Border Security, Facilitation, and Operations (San Diego, CA: RAND Corporation, Aug. 2019) p. 8-9.

18 Linthicum, Kate, “Death, Made in Mexico: Traffickers Embrace Fentanyl,” Los Angeles Times, Sept. 1, 2019.

19 Eric Olson, Merida 2.0 and the Future of Mexico-United States Security Cooperation, (Washington, DC: Woodrow Wilson
Center, Dec. 2018); Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, Mexico: January 1, 2011 — December 31, 2016 (US
Department of Justice, 2017).

20 Clare Ribando Seelke, Mexico: Background and US Relations, CRS Report No. R42917 (Washington, DC: Congressional
Research Service, May, 12 2020).

2t Mac Schneider, “El Chapo’s drug tunnels, explained,” Vox, Feb. 12, 2019. Guzman is now at a maximum-security prison in
Colorado.

22 Victoria Dittmar, “The Mexico Crime Bosses Pefna Nieto’s Government Toppled,” InSight Crime, Sept. 24, 2018.
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with an “investigative force multiplier.”23

Cartel infiltration has undermined Mexico’s SIU program, however. In January 2020, US
prosecutors charged Ivan Reyes Arzate, a former SIU commander, with receiving hundreds of
thousands of dollars in bribes from Mexican drug cartels.24 Reyes was already serving a US sentence
on charges related to leaked information.25

Investigative journalists have also linked a SIU within the federal police to a leak that resulted in
the 2011 attack by the Zetas Cartel in Allende, a ranching town in the border state of Coahuila.
Gunmen kidnapped and killed “dozens—possibly hundreds—of people” to retaliate against
suspected informants and their families. Another report blamed the SIU for leaks that led to the
disappearance of five people from a hotel in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, where police had been
conducting an undercover operation.26

The Justice Department Inspector General is reviewing DEA oversight of SIUs and other vetted
units in Mexico at the request of Congress. The State Department and law enforcement agencies
should also examine whether operations targeting drug kingpins fulfil the overall objective of
disrupting and dismantling drug trafficking networks.

Critics charge that instead of dismantling networks, decapitation simply destabilizes them
temporarily, sparking vicious intra- and inter-cartel struggles. 27 Research supports the link
between kingpin targeting and violence: the “kicking the beehive effect.”28 A study of Mexican
homicides at the municipal level from 2001 through 2010 found that the capture of a leading
trafficker increased local killings by 80 percent and that the effect persisted for at least a year. The
arrest also increased homicides in other municipalities where the same trafficking group was
present.29

The arrest of El Chapo Guzman and other Sinaloa Cartel leaders has failed to noticeably weaken
one of the country’s oldest and most powerful transnational criminal organizations. The Sinaloa
Cartel still cont