Listen Up: Time for Change
Latin America & the War on Drugs

By Lisa Haugaard & Jennifer Johnson, Latin America Working Group Education Fund

We’ve seen up close how the production and trafficking of illicit drugs has fueled a war
in Colombia, corrupted governments in Central America and brought terrifying violence
to Mexican communities. We know about the devastating effects of drug abuse in our
own neighborhoods in the United States. What has become clear is that solutions the
U.S. government has pursued, such as the massive aerial spraying campaign in Colombia
which destroys food as well as illicit drug crops or aid that encourages the Mexican army
to police the streets and checkpoints do not solve the problem. Instead, it leads to more
devastation and violence.

Too often the proposals we offer in response are considered too “soft” to be real
solutions. These include: Take a public health approach to drug use in our own country,
and ensure that all who seek treatment can receive it. Work with farming communities in
the Andes to jointly develop gradual approaches for alternative livelihoods, so they shift
permanently away from illicit drug crops. Hear the voices of farmers who are trying to
make these changes, and support them. Evaluate results with more honest metrics, which
might tell you new approaches might be worth it. Listen to the Mexican President
calling on the U.S. Congress to enforce a ban on assault weapons so that drug traffickers
are not so easily equipped with deadly weapons. Listen to communities in Juarez, Mexico
who say that flooding the streets with soldiers has not brought peace. Focus on the slow
but ultimately better route of strengthening justice systems to make them effective, fair
and accountable. Listen when human rights groups warn that assistance for intelligence
services or militaries in Colombia and Mexico has contributed to devastating human
rights violations. Provide jobs and training to at-risk young people in Central America
who might otherwise join gangs. Ensure that any counternarcotics efforts are grounded
in measures to protect human and civil rights. Listen to three former presidents of Brazil,
Mexico and Colombia tell us that the answer lies not in the failed strategies pursued in
reducing production in their countries, but in the reduction of demand in consuming
countries, through public health strategies. Yes, these may be “softer” solutions, and they
undoubtedly will take patience and thought. However, we ask, what exactly is so
successful about our current approach that it is not worth taking a chance?

The Obama Administration has made some incremental steps towards reducing funding
for some of the very worst approaches, such as aerial spraying, and shifted resources
towards better solutions, such as improving justice systems in Latin America and
expanding treatment programs in the United States. However, it is not enough, as our
analysis, Waiting for Change, of the first period of the administration reveals. We join
organizations around the world today in calling for a rethinking of the war on drugs.



http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/06/15/AR2010061503174.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/07/08/AR2009070804197.html
http://www.lwr.org/colombia/docs/TowardTrueAlternatives.pdf
http://www.wola.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=viewp&id=1073&Itemid=33
http://www.witnessforpeace.org/article.php?id=554
http://www.lawg.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=546&Itemid=68
http://thecaucus.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/05/20/calderon-calls-for-restoring-assault-weapons-ban/
http://ncronline.org/news/justice/violence-has-not-stopped-ciudad-juarez-mexico
http://www.lawg.org/storage/lawg/far%20worse%20than%20watergate.pdf
http://www.lawg.org/storage/lawg/far%20worse%20than%20watergate.pdf
http://www.lawg.org/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=715&Itemid=68
http://www.lawg.org/storage/lawg/documents/090824_joint_statement_merida_initiative_prodh_fundar_tlachinollan.pdf
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB123535114271444981.html
http://www.lawg.org/storage/lawg/documents/lawg_waitingforchange_engl.pdf

