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How to stop the drug wars

Prohibiti failed; legalisation is the least bad solution

HUNDRED years ago a

group of foreign diplomats
gathered In Shanghai for the
first-ever international effort to
ban trade in a narcotic drug. On
February 26th 1909 they aurced
to set up the International Opi-
um Commission—just a few de-
cades after Britain hadl fought a war with China to assert its
right to peddle the stuff, Many other bans of mood-altering
drugs have followed. In 1998 the Uy General Assembly com-
mitied member countries to achieving a “drug-free world”
and to “eliminaring or significantly reducing” the production
of ophum, cocaine and cannabis by 2008,

That is the kind of promise politicians love to make. It as-
suages the sense of moral panic that has been the handmaid-
en of prohibition for a century, It 18 intended to reassure the
parents of teenagers across the world. Yet it is a hugely irre-
sponsible promise, because it cannot be fulfilled,

Next week ministers from around the world gather in Vien-
na to set international drug policy for the next decade. Like
first-world-war generals, many will claim that all thatis need-
ed is more of the same, In fact the war on drugs has been a di-
saster, creaning failed states in the developing world even as
sddiction has flourished in the rich world. By any sensible
measure, this 100-year struggle has been illiberal, murderous
and pointless. That is why The Econontist continues to believe
that the least bad policy is to legalise drug;

“Least bad” doesnot mean good. Legalisation, though clear
ly better for producer countries, would bring (different) risks to
consumer countries, As we outline below, many vulnerable
drug-takers would suffer. Butin our view, more would gain.

The evidence of failure
Nowadays the un Office on Drugs and Crime no longer talks
about a drug-free world. Its boast is that the drug market has
tahilised”, meaning that more than 200m people, or almost
5% of the world's adult population, still take illegal drugs—
roughly the same proportion as a decade ago. (Like most pur
ported drug facts, this one is justan educated guess: evidential
rigour is another casualty of illegality) The production of to-
caine and opium s probably about the same asit was a decade
ago; that of cannabis is higher. Consumption of cocaine has
declined gradually in the United States from its peak in the ear-
Iy 19808, but the path is uneven (it remains higher than in the
mid-1p9as), and it is rising in many places, including Europe.
This is not for want of effort. The United States alone
spends some $40 billion each year on trying to eliminate the
supply of drugs. It arrests Lsm of its citizens each vear for drug
offences, locking up half a million of them: tougher drug laws
are the main reason why one in five black American men
spend same time behind birs, In the developing world blood
is tveing shed at an astonishing rate. In Mexico more than 800
policemenand soldiers have been killed since December 2006
(and the annual overall death toll is running at over 6,060,
This week yetanother leader of a troubled drug-ridden coun-

try—Guinea Bissau—was assassinated.

Yet prohibition ltsell vitiates the efforts of the drug war
riors. The price of an illegal substance is determined more by
the cost of distrihution than of production. Take cocame: the
mark-up between coca field and consumer is more than a hun-
dredfold. Even if dumping weedkiller on the crops of peasant
farmers quadruples the local price of coca leaves, this tends to
have little impact on the street price, which is set mainly by the
risk of getting cocaine into Europe or the United Stares.

Nowadays the drug warriors claim to seize close to hall of
all the cocaine that is produced. The sircet price in the United
Statés does seem lo have risen, and the purity seems to have
fallen, over the past year. But it is not clear that drug demand
drops when prices rise. On the other hand, there is plenty of
evidence that the drug business quickly adapts to market dis-
ruption. At best, effective repression merely forces it to shift
production sites. Thus opium has moved from Turkey and
‘Thailand to Myanmar and southern Afghanistan, where itun-
dermines the West's efforts v defeat the Taliban.

Al Capone, buton a global scale

Indeed. far fromreducing crime, prohibition has fostered gang
sterism on a scale that the world has never seen before. Ac
cording to the Un's perhaps inflated estimate, the illegal drug
industry is worth some $320 billion a vear, In the West it
makes criminals of otherwise law-abiding citizens {the cur-
rent American president could easily have ended up in prison
for his youthful experiments with “blow™). It also malkes drugs
more dangerous: addicts buy heavily adulterated cocaine and
heroin; many use dirty needlestoinject themselves, spreading
m1v; the wretches who succumb to “crack™ or “meth” are out-
side the law, with only their pushers to “treat” them. Butit is
countries in the emerging waorld that pay most of the price.
Even a telatively developed democracy such as Mexico now
finds itself in a life-or-death struggle against gangsters, Amer
can officials, including a former drug tsar, have publicly wor
ried about having a “narco state" as their neighbour.

The failure of the drug war has led a few of its braver gener-
als, especially from Europe and Latin America, to suggest shift-
ing the focus from locking up people to public health and
“harm reduction” (such as encouraging addicts to use clean
needies). This approach would put more emphasis on public
education and the treatment of addicts, and less on the har
ment of peasants who grow coca and the punishment of con-
stimers of “soft” drugs for personal use. That would be a step
in the right direction. Butitis unlikely to be adequately funded,
and it does nothing to take orgamsed crime out of the picture.

Legalisation would not only drive away the gangsters; it
would transform drugs from & law-and-order problem into a
public-health problem. which is how they ought 1 be treated.
Governments would tax and regulate the drug rade, and use
the funds raised (and the billions saved on law-enforcement)
to educate the public about the rigks of drug-taking and to treat
addiction, The sale of drugs to minore should remain banned.
Different drugs would command different levels of taxation
and regulation. This system would be fiddly and imperfect.ze- »




¥ quiring constant momitoring and hard-to-measure trade-offs
Posi-lax prices should be setata level that would strike a hal
ance between damping down use on the one hand, and dis
couraging a black market and the desperate acts of theft and
prostitution to which addicts now resort to feed their habits.

Selling even this flawed system 1o people in producer coun-
mies, whercorganised erime is the central political issue, is fair
Iy easy. The tough part comes in the consumer countries,
where addiction i the main political battle. Plenty of Ameri-
can patents might accept that legalisation would be the right
angwer for the people of Latin America, Asia and Africa; they
might even see its usefulness in the fight against terrorism. But
thelr immediate fear would be for their own children.

That fear is based in large part on the presumption that
more people would take drugs under a legal regime. That pre-
sumption may be wrong, There is no correlation between the
harshness of drug laws and the incidence of drug-taking:
zens living under tough regimes (notably America but also
BmamJ take more drugs, not fewer. Embarrassed drug war-

thisonalleged cultural differences, but even in fair-
Iy similar countries tough rules make little :hﬁ(.mncc to the
number of addicts: harsh Sweden and more liberal Norway
have precisely the same addiction rates. Legalisation might re
duce both supply (pushers by definition push) and demand
(part of that dangerous thrill would gol. Nobody knows for
certain. But it is hard to argue that sales of any product that is
made cheaper, safer and more widely available would fall.
Any honest proponent of legalisation would be wise to as
sume that drug-taking as a whole would rise.

There are two main reasans for arguing that prohibition
should be scrapped all thesame. The first is one of liberal prin-
ciple. Although some illegal drugs are extremely dangerous to
some people, most are not especially harmful. (Tobacco is
more addictive than virtually all of them.) Most consumers of

illegal drugs, including cocaine and even heroin, take them
only occasionally. They do so because they derive enjoyment
from them (as they do from whisky or a Marlboro Light). It is
notthe state's jab to stop them from doing so.

What about addiction? Thatis partly covered by thisfirstar-
gument, as the harm invelved is primarily visited upon the
user. But addiction can also inflict misery on the families and
especially the children of any addict, and involves wider so-
cial costs. That is why discouraging and treating addiction
should be the priority for drug policy, Hence the second argu-
ment legalisation offers the opportunity (o deal with addic
tion properly.

By providing honest information about the health risks of
different drugs, and pricing them accordingly, governments
could steer consumers towards the least harmful ones. Prohi-
bition has failed to prevent the proliferation of designer drugs,
dreamed up in laboratores. Legalisation might encourage le-
gilimate drug companies to try to improve the stuff that peo-
ple take. The resources gained from tax and saved on repres-
ston would allow governments 1o guarantee treatment to
addicts—a way of making legalisation more politically palar-
able. The success of developed countries in stopping peeple
smoking tobacco, which is similarly subject totax and regula-
tion, provides grounds for hope.

A calculated gamble, or another century of failure?

This newspaper first argued for legalisation 20 years ago. Re

viewing the evidence again (see pages 30-36), prohibition
seems even mote harmful, especially for the poor and weak of
the world. Legalisation would not drive gangsters completely
out of drugs; as with alcohol and cigarettes, there would be
taxes to svoid and rules to subvert. Nor would itautomarically
cure failed states like Afghanistan. Our solution is amessy one;
but acentury of manifest fuilure argues for trying ir. ®
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On the trail of the traffickers
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¥ vast territory of difficult geography, drug
income breathed new life into left-wing
guerrilla movements and hegat right-wing
paramilitary militias. As the guerrillas
threatened to overrunthe army and thecit-
ies, Mr Clinton launched Plan Colombia,
under which the United States trained and
helped 10 equip the security forces at acost
of more than §6 billion since 2000,

In one respect—counfer-insurgency—
Plan Colomhbia has been a hig success, The
United States added hardware and train-
ing to a big Colombian effort that has
strenphened the state and made the coun-
try much safer. But as an anti-drug pro-
gramme, it has been much less successful.
Thanks to the adamantine efforts of Al
varo Uribe, Colombia's president, which
included spraying hundreds of thousands
of hectares with weedkiller, the recorded
area of coca seemed 1o fall by more than
half between 1999 and 2006, according (o
United Nations estimates. But it has since
risen again. And thanks to productivity in-
creases, total cocaine production inthe An-
desremains stable (see chart),

When cocaine consumption first ook
off in the United States in the 19705 and
19805, the main smuggling route involved
island-hopplng across the Caribbean from
Colombia in light aircrafl. It was the suc
cessof America's drug warriors in shutting
down this route that brought big-time or-
ganised crime to Mexico, as the Colombi-
anghegan 1o send drugs that way. In Mexi-
co, relatively small gangs had long run
heroin and marijuana across the border.
Their move into cocaine made them far
more powerful. Two things helped them
grow. The first was proximity to the United
States, They gained control of retail distri
bution in many American cities, allowing
them to dictate terms @ the Colombians.
And they continueto arm themselves with
ease in American gunshops and launder

B cutedteniary
I

their profits in Ametican hanks.
The second factor was the flaws of the

I Squeezing a balloon

Mexican state. The of amoy
gave birth to a seemingly powerful stare,
democratic in appearance but authoritar
fan in nature, in which power was mano-
polised by the Institutional Revolutionary
Party (pr1). One of the achievements of
this system was eventually 1o ke the
armiy out of politics. The police were re-
quired merely 1o impose political order,
not to solve erimes. State governocrs were
happy to tolerate—or profit from—drug-
traffickers on their patch provided they
kept a low profile. Pastly because the Co-
lombians at first paid their partiers in pro-
duct, the Mexican gangs began to push co-
caine al home. In some areas, especially in
northern Mexico, they acquired de facto
control. The politicians did little to stop
them—until Mr Calderdn decided 10 make
security the priority of his povernment,
and o matter of personal commitment.

Taking back the street

The aim, says Fduardo Meding Mora, Mr
Calderdn’s attorney-general, is not to end
drug-trafficking “because that is unachiev-
able." Rather, it s “to take back from organ-
ised criminal groups the economic power
and armament they've established in the
past 20 years, o take away their capicity 1o
undermine institutions and to contest the
state'smonopoly of force.”

He points to progress, In the past two
years the government has seized huge
quantities of drugs (some 70 tonnes of co
caine, including 26 tonnes in a trawler 8
world record for a single haull, money
(some $260m) and arms (3,000 weapons,
including 1,000 of high calibre}, It hasalso
made more than 58000 arrests; and
though some 95% of these people are
hangers-on or small-time drug-dealers,
they include two-dozen kingpins and a
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thousand sicarios (hired gunmen).

Brushing aside nationalist scruples, Mt
Calderdn has stepped up the extradition of
drug-traffickers 1o the United States, send-
ing more than 180 north so far, They can't
go onrunning their husinesses from Amer
ican prisons, as they can fram mast Mexd-
can ones. Unfif recently the drug lords
lived openly in Mexico's main cities. Now
they can show their faces only in remote
parts of the Sierra Madre, says Genaro Gar
cia Luna, the minister for public security.

The violence, officials say, is a sign that
the drug gangs are tumning on each other in
a fight to hang on to a shate of a shrinking
bhusiness. They stréss that around 6o% of
the killings are concentrated in just three of
Mexico's 32 states, and maost of these in
three cities: Ciudad Judrez in Chihuahua
and Tijuana in Baja California, both just
across the American border; and Culiacdn
in Sinaloa. Some four-fths of the dead are
members of criminal gangs murdered by
other criminals. But more than Soo police
and soldiers have also died since Decem-
ber 2006 (some may have been working
for the traffickers), The beheadings (often
carried outafter the victimis dead) and tor-
ture are intended to enforce discipline
within gangs and strike fear into nvals, Mr
Garcla Luna says, Despite the headlines,
Mexica's murder rate is relatively low, atn
peroooo0 people.

But the violence provokes “bewilder-
ment and surprise™ among Mexicans, says
Enrique Krauze, a historian. Aftex the revo
lution Mexico became “an island of peace,
where refugees came from all over the
world to escape violen, everal senior
police officers, including last year the com-
mander of the federal police, have been
murdered by the traffickers. On September
wsth eightpeople died when grenades were
thrown at crowds celebrating indepen-
dence day in Morelia, in Michoacan. In Ti-
juana ordinary citizens are scared by the
vialence going on around them. People are
going out less ut night, and avoiding the
city’s better restaurants.after several cases
inwhich gunmen have burst in and shot &
rival,says José Maria Ramos, a political sci-
entist at the Colegio de la Frontera Norte, #
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»And few doubt that the violence just

acmss the border is deterring imvestment
and tourists from the United States.

Mr Calderon's crackdown has inflicted
serious disruption on Mexico's main tral
ficking syndicates (see map), As many of
the historic ¢apos of these gangs are
arrested or extradited, what was an oligop-
aly has splintered into warring factions.
This fragmentation fs not whally positive,
admits Mr Medina Mora,

The higgest worry is that some drug
gangs are starting 1 diversify into other
criminal businesses, Extortion and protec-
tion rackets are suddenly becoming com-
man. Shops and hars have been burned
down in Ciudad Judrez, Over the past six
munths, big businesses, including mulri-
nationals, have become targets, with
threats against warchouses and factories if
payments are not made, according to s se
curity consultant in Mexico Gity, Thisis still
local and sporadic, but at least one Ame
can company haspaid up, he says.

The second growth business is kidnap-
ping. This is not new in México. It tends
goin cycles. Many cases are not officially
reported. But the number recorded by
Mexico Unido Contra ls Delincuencia
*Mexico United Against Crime”), a cam-
paign group, rose sharply over the past two
years hefore falling off in recent months;
according to Marfa Elena Morera, its direc-
tor, And kidnaps are tending to become
muore violent. They account for only 1% of
crimes, yet in ane poll 46% of respondents

ey arescared of them, says Mrs Mor-
a. The talk among better-off Mexicans is
suddm\y of whether they should try to
leave the country mather than risk their
children being kidnapped.

The underiving problem in Mexico is
not drug-trafficking in itself, but that nei
ther the police nor the courts do their job
properly. Not only have the police them-
selves sometimes been a source of crime,
hut they are also not accountable to paliti-
cians or public. A survey in 2007 found

that seven outof ten crimes are notreport-
ed. “Society and the police don’t wark to-
gether,” says Fmesto Laper Portillo, of the

Institute for Security and Demaocracy, Mr
Gareia Lunu admits that in some parts of
the country the traffickers have established

P

in data for Platform Mexico, an intégrated
and searchable national database that will
combine criminal records with police op-
erations’ reparts and is due to start up in
June. The screens can also display images
from closed-cirouit television across the
country. The operators can communicate
with every police post and patrol car in
Mexico. Across the city in Ixtapalapa, the
police’s main operating base in the capital
is now equipped with helicopters and rap
id-response teams. Eventually each s
will have similar centres.

The curse of federalism

Mexico may lack Colombia's guerrillas,
butit also facks Colombia's reasonably ef
fective national police force. Thatis parily
because it is a federal country: each of the
42 states has its own police force and jus
tice department, and there are more than
1,600 municipal police forces. Under the
pii federalism was a legal fiction and the

Supply meets demand

presidency was omnipotent, Now no sta
governor feels obliged to submit to My
derén’s policies. The criminal law is a

patchwork: drug-trafficking 15 a federal
crime, but kidnapping is a state matter. To
make matters worse, the federal govern
ment began to forge its own police force
from a disparate bunch of security outfits
only as recently as the 19905, An atiempt to
turn the judicial police, attached o the at-

a“social base™, The previous two Mexican
presidents tried and failed to reform the
palice. Mr Calderdn’s officials insist that
this time they will succeed.

Atthe headquarters of the public-secu
rity ministry on a hill opposite Chapulte
pee wood in Mexico City, cranes rise above
avacant lot whore a new National Intelli
gence Centre is being built, The govern
ment's more immediate innovation is
housed in an annexe next door. A score of
police officers dressed in dark suits sit‘at
computer terminals facing a giant, seg-
mented sereen that occupies the whole of
the wall in front of them. They are keying

mey-general’s office, into a Mexican Fa1
(known by f1s initials as a¥1) had mixed re-
sults: the organisaton was corrupted
when purged police used legal action 10
force their reinstatement.

Mr Calderon's government is making a
far more serious effort. Last June & constitu-
tional reform reorganised the courts and
police; under its-auspices, a law signed by
the president on January 15t sets up a new
national public-security system. It requires
all police forces at national, state and mu
nicipal level to adopt uniform procedures
for recruitment, vetting, training, promo-
tion and operations. Every policeman in

the courttry is now supposed to be exhans-
tively vetted. At the same time, the faderal
police force has expanded from 9,000 offy
cers in 2006 10 26,000, Hall of these are
soldiers on secondment. But Mr Garcfu
Luna is now trying to recruit 8,000 gradu-
atesto be the core of acivilianinvestigative
division. The government has provided ex-
tra funds to somie local police forces. And
forthe first time it can force then toreform.
Another constitutional change aims to im-
prove 4 hidebound judicial system, inteo-
ducing oral evidence and moving towards
adversarial tnals, Ir builds on recent ex-
periments in some Mexican states,

These efforts have inspired American
help, especially in the form of passing on
intelligence that has helped in drug sei-
aures and in the arrest of leading traffick-
ers. Under the Merida Initiative, the United
States will provide extra kit (such as night
vision gear and metal detectors) and i
ing Mexican officials point out that the
funds involved are puny ($400m a year for
three years) compared with the $5 billion
they arespending each year More than the
money, Mr Medina Mo says he wel-
comesthe change of attitude. " We've gone
from reciprocal finger- pomlmg to-an atti
tude of shared responsibility for a problem
that by nature is bilateral.” But he adds that
better regulation of the salé of arms in the
United States would have a bigger impact.
He points out that of 107,000 gunshops in
the United States, 12,000 are close w0 the
Mexican border and their sales are much
higher than the average. Thousands of
automatic rifles are hought for export ro
Mexico, which isillegal, American officials
have promised to do moze to stop this.

Mr Garcia Luna says that in the next
few months Mexicans will start to see adif-
ference, as all the work over the past two
years is put into practice, But there are sev-
eral big doubts. The first is whether the
government is moving fast enough. The
original plan was to use the army onlyasa
temporary shock force, But the troops may
have 1o be deployed for another two years
ormaore, Mr Medina Mora concedes. Inlate
February the government sent an extra
5,000 troops to Ciudad Judrez, where the
police chief had resipned afier death
threats. The militarisation of public securi-
ty—however inevitable in the short term—
carries the risk that Mexico will still not get
the civilan, community-based policing it
needste prevent and investigate crime,

Turf wars are another problem. No few-
er than six ministries are involved in differ-
entways in public security, not to speak of
the state governors and mayors, Mr Medi-
na Mora, a former businessman, and Mr
Garcia Luna, a career policeman, often do
notsee eye to eye, and the army is political-
Iy untouchable. What i needed is to turn
the army into a small professional force for
external defence and centralise responsi-
hility for internal sccurity in the public- w




» security nunistry, argues Radl Benltez, a
defence specialist at the National Autono-
mous University in Mexico City.

The biggest doubt is whether the gov-
ernment can s1op its forces heing infiltrat
ed and corrupted. One of the mast violent
of the drug gangs, known as the Zetas, is
made up of special-forces troops who
changed sides a decade ago. Hitherto, the
governmenthasheen unable to provideits
palice forces with sufficient pay and pro-
tection to make it worthwhile resisting the
theeats and blandishments of the traffick-
ers, Has that changed?

In the end, the state in & country as de-

Qi

veloped as Mexico cannot fose this battle.
“Mexicoisnota failed state, it'sa mediocre
state,” says Hector Aguilar Camin, asociol
ogist, But already there are signs that the
drug business will adapt, The Mexi
gangs have set up operations in South
America and are sirting to export to fu:
rope from there, according to Stratfor, &
consultancy based in Texas. And they have
moved aggressively into Central America.
Just like Colombia, Mexico is finding that
drug violence is requiring it to modernise
its security forces. That process carries a
large human cost, And the drug business,
eversupple, will adapt and survive. @

The cocaine business

Sniffy customers

Drug ! ding their op
of the police
UTNUMBERED and outgunned, the
sailors raised their hands. About
s00km off the west coast of Ireland, the
yacht Dances With Waves was within
hoursof delivering a half-billion euro pay-
load of cacaine to Gorl in time for Christ-
mas. The vessel had been under surveil-
lance since setting off from Trinidad and
Tohago a manth earlier. Inside, Irish police
found almast 19 tonnes of cocaine. Three
Britishmen are now awaiting triak.

Such seizures arc getting more com-
mon, Furopean forces infercepted some
120 tonnes of cocaine in 2006, more than
double the haul they managed in 2001and
nearly six times as much as in 1995, But for
every boat that is caughr, more slip
through. Despite the seizutes, the price of
cocaine in Europe has been falling (see
chart), leading the un to conclude that its
availability has probably incréased. At the
sametime, the number of users has rocket
ed. In Britain, which recently overiook
Spaln a5 Europes most coke-hungry coun-
try, 7.6% of adults claim to have tried it; use
‘has doubled in the past decade. Most rich
European countries report a similar pic-
ture, especially among the young. Overall,
Europe now accounts for 17% of global co-
caing seizures. In 1980 the figure was 3%,

Europe's cocaine market is served by an
evolving network of trade routes. Ship
meniscommaonly head forthe fherian Pen-
insula, either hidden in legitimate contain:
er vessels or on board creaking old
“motherships”, which loiter out at sea
while nimbler craft bring the packages on-
shore, The traditional hotspot is the north
Atlantic coast of Spain, though in recent
vears traffickers have also trgeted Barcelo-
naand Valencia to sty ahead of the police.
Some three quarters of European seizures

in Europe, despite the hest efforts
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take place in Spain and Portugal, which
also have some of the highest rates of con-
sumption on the continent.

Like any sensible business; drug-traf-
fickers spread their risk: large shipments
are complemented with little-and-often
supply lines, including parcel post and hu-
man mules. That particular ruse has been
upset by an adverrising campaign run by
the police, warning potential mules of the
severity of trafficking sentences. Some still
risk it, but they now command a fee of
around $6,000, compared with the $2,000
they uséd to do it for. That is cnough to
make the route unprofitable, police reckon.

But as one route closes, another opens
up. In the past four years customs officers
have spotted a sharp rise in the amount of
cocaine being smuggled into Europe via
west Africa. OF those seizures where the
origin of the cocaine could be identified,
European forces reckon that in 2007 some
22% had been via Africa. As recently as
2004, just 5% had stopped off there. Sel-
zures have risen sharply, too: before 2003,

officials had never intercepted miore than a
wnne of cocaine each vear in Africa. In
2006, they nabbed 15 tonnes. Britain and
America have beefed up their presence in
the region, but the traffickers may already
have planned their next move: on Febru-
arya9th the un warned that a new supply
roule was emerging in the Balkans.

From highseas to High Street

In Britain, Europe’s biggest consumer of
narcotics, the Home Office reckons that
drugs are brought in by about 300 major
importers, who pass them w0 jo.co0
wholesalers and then 70,000 street
dealers: Cotaine, meaning both the sniffa
ble pawder and smokahle “rocks” of crack
cocaine {which can he made using a sim
ple microwavel, accounts for about hall
the value of this industry, being less wide-
Iy taken than cannabis but much pricier.

Some rare light was shed on the busi-
ness by # Home Office study in 2007, in
which 222 drug-dealers were interviewed
in prison by analysts from Matrix Knowl-
edge Group, a consultancy, and the Lon-
don School of Economics. One dealing
partnership, based in London and Spain,
bought cocaine from a Colombian import
er in 10kg bundles, which they sold to re-
tailers using an employee whom they paid
£500 ($703) per transaction. A second em-
ployee, paid £250 4 day, would collect
money from the buyers and pass it to a
third member of staff, who would count it
(processing upr to £220,000 each day). Oth-
er employees would pay the Colombians
and smuggle the rest of the cash, on their
bodies, back to Spain.

Maost drug businesses are foreed to stay
small and simple to evade the police, Only
one dealer dlaimed o be part of an organi
sation of more than 100 people, and a fifth
were classified by researchers as sole trad-
ers. Fear of being uncovered also hampers
recruitment: most dealers stuck to family
and friends, and people from the same eth-
nic group, when hiring associates. Just like
other businessmen, they carried out crimi-
nal-record hackground checks on potential
employees—except that, in this case, a re-
cord was 3 good thing.

Kevin Marsh, an economist at Matrix
Knowledge, argues thatmost players in the.
drug business have a poor knowledge of
the market. “Shopping around for new
wholesale suppliers is risky, s0 many re-
tailers stick to the same one and pay over
the odds,” he says. Most of the dealers in-
terviewed knew litile about the purity of
what they were buying, and money laun
dering was usually fairly shambolic. Man-
aging cashflow is one of dealers’ biggest
weaknesses, according 10 one drug spe:
cialist at the Serions Organised Crime
Agency (soon): “Supply of powder is the
muost resilient thing. To destroy the busi-
ness, you have to go after the money,” That,
and extradite foreign dealers, as America »




¥ has jong done. Britain is believed to be ne
gotiating its fisst-ever extradition of & Co
lombian, on drug charges, at the moment.

Times may at last be getting harder for
cocaine-dealers. Shortly before Christmas,
the wholesale price in Britain shot up to
£40,000 per kilo, the highest in years, Bet
et policing was one cause; another was
the slump of sterling. European retailers’
margins have haen chipped away. To pro-
tect their profits, dealers are diluting what
they sell. A decade ago, average street-level
purity was about 60%; police say it is now
nearer 30%, “People think there lor of
cocaing around, but two thirds of it isn't co-
caine atall,” says one socA officer.

That would be fine if the remainder
were taleum powder. But in the past few
years dealers have turned o pharmaceuti
cal cutting agents such as benzocaine, a
topical anaesthetic; which mimic the ef-
fects of cacaine and may be more harmful.
Dealers call such agents "magic” because
of their effect on profits. “Grey taders”,
who lnowingly sell such chemicals 1o
dealers, are starting 10 be convicted.

Educating drugakers about what is
getting up their noses may lower demand.
But cutting raises higger questions for drug
policy, “We may have to say at some stage
that taking heavily adulterared cocaine is
maore physically harmful to the user than
taking cocaine that's less adulterared,” 1 se-
nior saca official says. “That is not the
case at the moment. But we've got to keep
asking the question. I'm aware that the
health equation could one day say: Stop
frying o stop cocaine coming in,” &

Levels of prahibition

A toker’s guide

Some countries are pushing the
boundariesof liberalisation

MNDER a trio of conventions passed by

the United Nations in 1961, 1971 and
1988, most countries have livle discretion
over how they manage drug-taking. Other
than for medical or scientific purposes,
those that have signed up to the conves
tions—more than 140 countries to date, in-
cluding nearly all of the rich world—must
maintain the prohibition on the sclling
ard possession of narcotics. Some are en-
thusiasticin theiruphalding of the treaties.
But others have grown frustrated, and are
finding ways of bending the rules.

Far the past century the standard-bear-
er of the prohibition movement has been
America, which imprisons more people
for drug offences than any other country.
Butinyystates the police are instructed not
tarrestpeople for cannabis possession. In

| Rare, but persistent
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Eurape, the coffee shops of Amsterdam
famously sell cannabis alongside crois-
sants, And other European countries are le-
nient about stronger drugs. Tersonal pos
session of any drug i not & criminal
offence in Spain, Portugal, ltaly, the Czech
Republic or the Baltic states. Some German
states and Swiss cantons are similarly re:
laxed, asare u few Australian states,

Decriminalisation means that possess
ors may be stopped by the police but do
not earn & criminal conviction, and that
punishments are light: 4 fine in Spain, for
instance, or suspension of one’s driving li-
cence in laly, Drug-takers can escape even
this unless aggravating circumstances ap-
ply. such as taking the drug in public ar
after repeated warnings.

The Jegal gymnastics that allow coun-
tries to soften their line in spite of the un
conventions are extraordinary. A country
must ensure that drug possession is a crim-
inal, not civil, offence - but only “subject to
its constitutionsl principles and the basic
concepts of its legal system™. This caveat
hasallowed countries to treat drug posses:
sionasa ciyil matter, Further wriggle room
is givenin the un'sofficial commentary on
the convention, which states that the spirit
of the rule is the “improvemnent of the effi
cacy of national criminal justice systems in
the field of drug-trafficking". On this b
countries may tell their police to turn a
blind eye in the name of policing efficacy.

Tt is an embarrassing mess for the UN's
Office on Drugs and Crime (UnoDc),
which prefers to highlight Sweden, a coun-
try that has implemented strict drug laws
and can claim some success in its quest for
a "drug-free society”, In Sweden posses
sion of any banned drug, including canna-
bis, earns a eriminal record and sometimes
a jail sentence (albeit one with an empha-
sis on treatment), Many countries hav
such laws in theory, but Sweden carries
them out: most of its prosecutions for drug
offences are for mere possession, rather
than dealing. A report from the unoDC In
2007 highlighted the country's lowish lev
els of drug use compared with elsewhere
in Europe, and praised recent falls in con-
sumption. Sweden has a below-average
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number of “problem” drug users too,
though there s less in it suggesting that the
miain effect of harsh laws may be to deter
casual pot-smokets rather than o prevent
serious addiction. Should other countries
fallow Sweden’s example?

A different un agency suggests not, A
urvey last year by the World Health Orga-
tion examined drug-aking in 17 coun-
tries and found no link berween the strct
ness of prohibiton and the amount of
drug consumption. (The lenient Nether
lands, interestingly, has one of the Jowest
rates of “problem” drug use in Europe.)
“Countries with more stringent policies
did not have lower levels of such drug use
than countries with more liberal policies,”
the tesearchers concluded, For every strict
regime like Sweden, there is another such
as Britain or America where a tough ap-
proach co-exists with widespread drug
use. Drug-taking was more closely linked
to being wealthy, single and male than
anything else, the researchers found

Changing drug policy over time also
seems to have little impact, In Britain,
drugs are classified A, n or © 10 indicate
how harmful they are and 1o derermine
how severely offenders should be pun-
ished, But after cannabis was downgraded
from class B 10 C in 2004, usage actually
{ell. All the same, the Home Office last year
decided to bump it back to ® again, and last
month announced that it would ignore ex
pert advice to downgrade ecstasy from a
to 8, fearing that to do so would * .\:Lnd a
message” that the drug was now safl
anyone listening? =

Drug edication
In America,
lessons learned

L5 ANGtLEs
But efforts to warn people off drugs are
still too timid

S memoriesare addled, but the young

member of Cocaine Anonymaous can
justaboutrecall hisformal drug education.
When he wasabouta, he says, a police offi-
cer made several visits to his school to give
warning of the dangers posed by illicit sub-
stances. Although he remembers thinking
the cop was “seméthing of a Dudley Do
Right" he agreed with him that drugs were
Best avoided. He recalls no further lessons.
By his late teens he was addicted to crack
cocaine and methamphetamine.

By far the best way of reducing the
harm that drugs can do is to convince pea-
ple not to take them, Spraying crops, seiz-
ing shipments and arresting dealers can
drive up prices and create temporary
shortages. Butit does not stop druguse. Ad-
diets simply pay more for crummier pro- s



