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HUMAN RIGHTS AND THE WAR ON DRUGS IN LATIN AMERICA

INTRODUCTION

United States foreign policy in Latin America pursues three major objectives:

1) interdicting cocaine overseas before it departs for the United States, 2) improving Latin

America’s  concern for human rights, and 3) reinforcing democracy and democratic ideals.  To

accomplish the first, the United States spends millions of dollars in military training and equipment

on the police forces and the armed forces of Latin America.

However, in countries such as Colombia, the National Police and the military are primarily

interested in defeating leftist guerrilla organizations, so they have allied themselves with various

paramilitary organizations and the drug cartel that finances those paramilitary organizations.  Such

ties corrupt some security force personnel into collusion with drug traffickers, thereby reducing

the effectiveness of interdiction efforts.  In addition, Colombian paramilitary organizations are

notorious for carrying out human rights abuses, often with the assistance of the police and the

military.  As a result, the political, military, and financial assistance provided by the United States

is not only failing to produce the anticipated cocaine interdiction results, but it is also degrading

the other two objectives of improving human rights and fostering democracy (Amnesty

International, 1990; 1991; Marsh,  1991).  Ironically, the implementation of U.S. foreign policy in

Latin America is preventing the accomplishment of all three major foreign policy objectives -

democracy, human rights, and drug interdiction.

UNITED STATES DRUG POLICY IN LATIN AMERICA

The Bush Years.  The agency that has led the White House's war on drugs has been the Office of

National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP).  The ONDCP first published its National Drug Control

Strategy in 1989, and a new version of the strategy has been published yearly.  Under President
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George Bush, the international strategy for the war on drugs was focused principally on the

Andean Ridge countries of Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia with primary emphasis on the disruption

of the drug organizations at their base of operations in these countries.  Table I presents the four

primary goals of this Andean Strategy.

The secondary emphasis of the drug strategy during the Bush years was on the drug

transit countries, primarily Mexico and the Bahamas (ONDCP, 1991).  The U.S. objective was to

help Mexico inflict damage on the drug trafficking organizations, apprehend the leaders, and

disrupt and dismantle the drug trafficking organizations.  In addition,  to increase the effectiveness

of Mexican and U.S. law enforcement and supporting military activities against the drug industry,

cooperat ive air-, land-, and sea-based initiatives along our common border would begin.

One of the least noticed and least discussed statements in the Bush strategy was the

requirement that “in some instances, assistance is further conditional on a country's meeting

specific human rights criteria” (ONDCP, 1992: 83); however, no criteria for human rights were

specified.  One possible explanation for that failure may be that the Bush administration did not

want its human rights policy to override its drug policy.

The Clinton Years.  With the arrival of the Clinton administration, there was a shift in the war on

drugs.  In the early years of his presidency, the funding for ONDCP was substantially reduced and

the amount of personnel assigned to the organization dropped dramatically because President

Clinton saw the Bush strategy as a failure (Mica and Sharpe, 1996; Press, 1997).  However,

reacting to political pressure and public opinion, there was a turnaround in 1996 and The National

Drug Control Strategy was substantially changed.  No longer was the focus predominantly on

Latin America in general and the Andean Ridge in particular; the Clinton strategy was now global
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in nature with five goals that contained twenty-three objectives (ONDCP, 1996).  Table II lists

goals 4 and 5, the only ones that contain the international focus, and their supporting objectives.

The Clinton strategy has not changed much since 1996; in fact, the five goals have not

changed at all.  The only changes have been the rewording and the modification of  the objectives

to reflect the realities of the times.  The 1998 strategy basically promotes international

cooperation, assists source and transit countries, supports eradication and alternative crops, seeks

to destroy the cartels, and supports interdiction (ONDCP, 1998).  Like the Bush administration,

Clinton also includes the initiatives to support democracy and human rights, but they are in far

less prominence.  In the 1998 strategy human rights are discussed in a total of four sentences with

one additional sentence that charges drug trafficking and consumption with threatening human

rights and democracy.  As with the Bush administration, one may interpret the reluctance to

emphasize human rights and maintenance of democracy as the reluctance to let human rights

concerns override drug concerns.

SECURITY ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS

The primary mechanism for pressuring the countries of Latin America to enter the U.S.

war on drugs has been the United States Security Assistance Programs that include economic

assistance, equipment transfers, maintenance programs, training, and advice (Zirnite, 1998).  For a

Latin American country, security assistance is very popular because the civilian leaders of most

Latin American countries st ill remember the years when the military ruled their countries.  A Latin

American president who obtains and supports programs that will modernize training and

equipment for the Armed Forces believes he or she will have the support of those Armed Forces. 

In other words, given money, training, and equipment, the military will remain in the barracks
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rather than attempt to rule the country.

For over 90 years the United States has provided security assistance to Latin American

military forces (Huggins, 1991).  The fall of Cuba in 1959 produced the nat ional security doctrine

“that the enemy of national sovereignty was no longer external enemies, but  enemies within the

nation” (Reyes Echandía, 1991: 145).1  Internal political crimes then fell under the jurisdiction of

the Latin American military forces with U.S. Security Assistance Programs providing military,

financial, and technical aid to help them carry out this new mission.  Consequently, the U.S.

modernized many Latin American forces and t rained both the military and police personnel in

counterinsurgency, internal security, and counterguerrilla operations (Reyes Echandía, 1991).  In

1974, Congress banned such training, except for that assistance provided to forces engaged in the

control of narcotics.   President Jimmy Carter originated the ban as a response to his deep concern

with human rights abuses throughout Latin America by U.S.-trained military and police personnel. 

Huggins (1991: 220) agrees with this ban arguing that U.S. training has made Latin American

police neither more humane, more professional, nor more responsive to civilian control, adding

that “the outcome of such training may suggest that the training of Latin American police has

deliberately been used to increase U.S. control over recipient countries and those governments’

undemocratic control over their populations [italics added].”

The United States Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) is the Department of Defense joint

command responsible for Latin America and security assistance in the region.  Counterdrug

operations have become SOUTHCOM’s number one priority (Matthews, 1992).  During the Bush
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administration, the U.S. military itself had been reluctant to be a direct participant in the drug war

2 because many military leaders believed that accepting such a mission would divert the armed

forces from the Cold War to the drug war, which, after all, was a police mission (Mabry, 1989b;

Marshall, 1988).  With the end of the Cold War, the military changed its point of view and

willingly agreed to train Latin American public security personnel in counterdrug and support

operations because the military needed a new mission to avoid the dramatic downsizing that

usually occurs with the end of a war (Matthews, 1992).  Of course, rapidly rising funding for

counternarcotics operations helped to offset any residual reluctance within the U.S. armed forces. 

During that period, approximately 500 SOUTHCOM personnel were engaged in counterdrug

training and intelligence missions throughout Central and South America (Lane et al. 1992).  In

Colombia alone, there were approximately 80 U.S. personnel.  In fact, Colombia was the recipient

of the greatest amount of counternarcotics aid from the United States, an amount that even

surpassed the aid that had been given to El Salvador for its guerilla war (Lane et al., 1992).

Approximately 70 percent of the total budget for U.S. counterdrug operations during the

Bush years was spent on foreign programs, only 30 percent was spent on domestic counterdrug

operations (Duzan, 1990).  One million dollars of the fiscal year 1989 drug appropriation was

allocated to the United States Department of Defense for providing self-defense weapons on

foreign aircraft used in narcotics interdiction and eradication programs (Mabry, 1989b).  Two

million dollars were earmarked for training and education on the operation and maintenance of

equipment in Latin America and to pay for mobile training teams sent to those countries.  Three
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and one-half million dollars were designated for Latin American military assistance programs

alone (Mabry, 1989a;  Perl, 1989).   The 1991 aid to Latin America for interdiction efforts totaled

$76.5 million, with Colombia receiving $20 million of the total (Staff, 1992a).

For 1997, the budget for the international portion of the Clinton strategy was $213 million

with $112 million earmarked for Colombia, Venezuela, Peru, Mexico, and select Caribbean

countries (Zirnite, 1998).  For 1998, $230 million has been requested for international efforts with

$132.7 million designated for Latin America.  The greatest expenditures in both these budgets

was for equipment and maintenance.

However, a major part of the Clinton strategy now involves training and intelligence

support.  One essential component of that support is the use of Tactical Training Teams (TATS). 

The TATS consist of Special Forces and military intelligence personnel who have the missions (1)

of determining intelligence collection priorities and (2) of managing intelligence data.  According

to Zinrite (1998, p. 167), “the teams pull together intelligence from human and technical sources

to select targets and plan operations to be carried out by host nation military and police forces

and United States Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) agents [italics added].”

TATS began in 1989 in Peru and Bolivia.  SOUTHCOM and the Defense Department

were so pleased with the results in these two countries that they pressured other countries to

accept the TATS.  In fact, TATS were introduced into additional countries over the concerns of

some officials in a few American Embassies in Latin America, including military personnel serving

in those embassies.  A primary reason some of the military personnel at the embassies objected to

the TATS was what eventually transpired.  Over time, the mission of the TATS changed to

include integrating tact ical operations to attack the critical nodes of the drug trafficking
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organizations (Zirnite, 1998).  Neither the TATS nor American personnel participated in the

tactical operations; rather the TATS presented prepared plans to host country authorities for their

military or police personnel to execute.  In essence, it was the U.S. military who were now

directing these counterdrug operations that were carried out  by the host nation police and

military.

Similarly, the U.S. armed forces have been deeply involved in providing E3C Sentry

airborne warning and control system (AWACS) aircraft to extend the coverage of U.S. ground

radars that have been installed in several countries in South America.  By utilizing AWACS

aircraft, host countries are provided real time intelligence to intercept drug trafficking aircraft. 

Successes cited by the U.S. armed forces include the Peruvian airforce’s destruction of 9 drug

trafficking aircraft  and forcing down of 2 more, as well as Colombia’s destruction of 3 and forcing

down or seizing of 12 drug trafficking aircraft (Mendel and Munger, 1997).  The U.S.

Department of Defense extols the value of these operations against the “air bridge,” but when all

is said and done, the cocaine supply to the United States continues with no decrease in sight.

Another major component aimed at Latin America was in-country training conducted

primarily by SOUTHCOM personnel.  Zinrite (1998: 168) notes that training in “drug interdiction

and search-and-destroy techniques” are provided the host countries “regardless of the human

rights record and political will for human rights-related reforms exhibited by recipient forces.” 

For 1997, SOUTHCOM planned 37 in-country training missions involving 633 personnel.  Of

these missions, 11 went to Ecuador, 9 to Venezuela, 6 each to Peru and Bolivia, and 5 to

Colombia.  The Defense Department has always seen such in-country training missions as a key

element in fostering military-to-military ties, but in the post cold war era, this is now a basic U.S.



8

military strategy for the Western Hemisphere.

The pressure by the United States on Latin American civilian and military leaders to adopt

drug interdiction and counterterrorism as primary missions for their armed forces has been

constant (McSherry, 1997).  In fact, much of the pressure to involve the Latin American armed

forces in counternarcotics operations began in 1986 when President Reagan raised the drug

problem in the United States to the level of a threat to U.S. national security, thereby raising the

priority of the issue within government policy.  To add international support and consensus for

the U.S. war on drugs, the United States Army delegation to the Conference of American Armies

played a key role in 1987 in encouraging the member armies to add “narcosubversion” as one of

their key missions (Collett, 1988; McSherry, 1997).  In 1991, the Conference of American Armies

finally confirmed the adoption of the counternarcotics mission for all the armies in the Americas.

With the end of the cold war, the enemy is no longer seen as a communist, but rather as a

“narcoguerilla” or “narcoterrorist.”  These terms hold unique places in U.S. drug policy, for they

give the connotation of a needed warlike response.  Prior to March 10, 1984 neither term existed. 

But on that day the Colombian National Police made the then largest cocaine seizure in history,

some 27,500 pounds, in a place called Tranquilandia (Collett, 1988).  After this seizure, United

States Ambassador to Colombia, Lewis Tambs, made the announcement that Colombian guerrillas

had been protecting the cocaine at Tranquilandia, and it was he who coined the descriptive term

when he called them narcoguerillas (Collett, 1988).

All Latin American countries have been cajoled into the U.S. war on drugs.  Even

Argentina has been pressured to involve their military in these missions despite the history of their

military during the Dirty War, when the military were responsible for many acts of torture,
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hundreds of civilian disappearances, and hundreds of deaths.  Pressuring Argentina’s military to

again focus on the internal threat endangers the future of democracy and the exercise of civil,

political, social, and economic rights in that country (McSherry, 1997).

IMPACT OF THE WAR ON DRUGS ON LATIN AMERICA

Country to Country Relations:  The first major impact of the war on drugs has strained

relations between the United States and the drug producing countries because the United States

has increased pressure on them to stop the flow of coca and cocaine at its source.  Many Latin

American governments, as well as the general public in those countries, resent the heavy handed

pressure from the United States, especially since they view the problem as one of demand, not one

of supply.  Consequently, several Latin American countries, as early as October 1986, called for

the drug problem to be resolved by international solutions in general, and by a hemispheric

solution in particular, rather than by a U.S. imposed solution (Hollingworth, 1991; Mabry, 1989).

Many Latin American government leaders perceive U.S. drug policy as a violation of Latin

American sovereignty because the United States is attempting to solve its domestic drug problem

by interfering in the internal affairs of other countries (del Villar, 1989).  A prime example of the

frustration and resentment with Washington has been the reaction of the Caribbean Community

(CARICOM) nations (Ali, 1997).  The CARICOM nations openly expressed their dismay with the

exorbitant amount of pressure placed on them by the U.S. government.  They openly stated that

they rejected any suggestion or threat of coercive force, innuendo, or unfounded allegations aimed

at the Caribbean nations and their economic welfare because they would not support some U.S.

counternarcotics policies.  For example, Belize announced that  unacceptable pressure was coming

from Washington, while Jamaica said it was unwilling to accept terms that undermined Jamaica’s
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sovereignty.  All of this rhetoric was in response to Washington’s insistence that the CARICOM

nations sign treaties agreeing to extradition, overflights by U.S. aircraft, and authority for U.S.

vessels to enter local territorial waters without specific permission by the local government (Ali,

1997).

To many of the CARICOM nations, the aircraft overflights and the naval vessels entering

territorial waters conjure up the thought of invasion by the U.S.  In fact, the mere mention of

sending American forces to Latin America or the Caribbean to conduct counterdrug operations

raises the ire of most Latin American citizens because the presence of American forces is seen as

an insult to and an attack on their sovereignty (Duzan, 1990; Mabry, 1989; Perl, 1989).  The U.S.

counterdrug strategy must incorporate a true respect for the national sovereignty of the Latin

American countries if the strategy is to be “rational, fair, and effective” (del Villar, 1989, p. 114). 

One approach to achieve true mutual respect might be to seek a truly international strategy with

all countries participating as equals with the United States.

Human Rights: The second major impact of the war on drugs has been the increase in the

number of human rights abuses that have occurred in Latin America.  Respect for human rights

has been a major component of U.S. foreign policy since the days of the Carter administration,

because democracy endures when there is a concern for human rights.  In 1977, the Department

of State established the Bureau of Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, headed by a Deputy

Assistant Secretary, to manage U.S. human rights policy (Department of State, 1988b).  This

Bureau insures that human rights considerations play a major role in all U.S. bilateral relations and

insures that the U.S. takes all means, including public and private diplomacy, will be used to

achieve human rights objectives (Department of State, 1988c).  Shestack (1989: 17) notes that
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It serves the national interest of the United States to  pursue human rights goals

because they advance our security interests; help establish a system of world order

based on the aspirations of people and on the rule of law; are geopolitically

advantageous by furthering peaceful evolut ionary democratization of states; and

command popular support, as they reflect fundamental values of the American

people.

According to former Secretary of State James Baker, democracy recognizes the dignity of

each individual (Department of State, 1989b).  U.S. human rights policy, therefore, supports

democracy by emphasizing the following four objectives (Department of State, 1989a):

!  Support the democratic center from the abuses of the extreme left or the extreme right.

!   Do not recognize military takeovers of democratically elected governments.

!   Support the democratic governments threatened by insurgencies.

!   Insist on respect for human rights by all governments.

However, the U.S. war on drugs is forcing Latin American governments to involve the military in

civilian responsibilities thereby undermining democracy in the region.  One major way the United

States is undermining democracy is by working to increase the intelligence collection capabilities

of the Latin American armed forces against  civilians, thereby threatening civil liberties (García

Argañarás, 1997).   By doing so, we are working to help the military collect information on their

own citizens, something that is absolutely prohibited in our own country.    As a result, “in

country after country in Latin America, the United States war on drugs undermines efforts to

promote human rights, democracy, and regional security” (Zinrite, 1998: 166).

Acting Assistant Secretary for Interamerican Affairs, Michael G. Kozak, said that as
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democracies establish themselves in a country, the country's human rights record improves

(Department of State, 1989a).  He added that U.S. security assistance programs help military

institutions develop confidence in democracy by increasing loyalty to civilian and constitutional

authorities.  While this may be generally true, Shelley (1989) points out that the civilian control of

the Latin American military is limited, in spite of the major movement in Latin America from

dictatorships to democracies.  He adds that in several countries, including Colombia, death

squads3 continue to operate with the complicity of the military.

Despite such statements, U.S. military support has aggravated human rights conditions in

Latin America, especially in the Andean Ridge, and Colombia is a prime example of a situation in

which the U.S. drug policy has been self-defeating.  Human rights violations have been a problem

in Colombia for several years (Knoester, 1998).  Amnesty International (1988) reported that

human rights violations in Colombia increased dramatically during 1987 over 1986.  They

reported a significant increase in operations by “death squads” composed of military personnel

and/or civilians acting for the military.  In the face of mounting evidence to the contrary, the

Government of Colombia vehemently denied military involvement and claimed the “death squads”

were composed of right wing extremists.  However, the military continued to organize and equip

self-defense forces, also responsible for many human rights abuses. 

Amnesty International (1989) reported that  the Colombian government reacted to

increasing guerrilla offensive operations by placing several areas of the country under military

control.  The 1984 state of siege legislation provided the legal foundat ion for the police and
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military to conduct searches and arrests without judicial orders.  Even with such legislation death

squads continued to operate in coordination with military forces.  In fact, 1989 saw a continuation

of regular armed forces' involvement with paramilitary4 organizations despite the decree laws

prohibiting such organizations (Amnesty International 1990).  After the murder of Liberal Party

presidential candidate Luis Carlos Galán in August 1989, President Virgilio Barco signed Decree

Law 1859 “which empowered the armed forces to arrest and hold suspects incommunicado for up

to seven working days in military installations” (Amnesty International, 1990, p. 70).

Government forces, allied at times with drug traffickers and at other times with

paramilitary forces, were responsible for substantial  human rights abuses.  The Departamento

Adminstrativo de Seguridad (Administrative Security Department), an equivalent of the FBI,

reported, for example, that the Colombian Army's Bárbula Battalion base in Puerto Boyacá,

Middle Magdalena Valley had been illegally used as a training base for paramilitary groups.  The

battalion commander publicly claimed he was a “scapegoat” who only complied with orders from

the army high command (Amnesty International, 1990).  Evidence supporting the allegation of the

involvement of high ranking Colombian military officers in the military-paramilitary connection

surfaced in October 1996 (Staff, 1997).  Investigation of this information led to the arrest of a

retired Colombian army general for his having given orders to death squads to execute leftist rebel

sympathizers.

Although Congress appropriated funds for counterdrug operations, Lane and his
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colleagues (1992) report that much of that aid has been used for counterguerrilla operations with

resulting human rights violations.  As the General Accounting Office (1992: i) reported, “U.S.

legislation and policy allow the Andean countries to use U.S. aid against both drug traffickers and

insurgents involved in the drug trade.”  The report praises the “flexibility” of giving aid to fight

insurgents involved in the drug trade because Colombian officials believe that a failure to do so

would impede the achievement of U.S. drug policy objectives.

The situation is not much different in Bolivia and Mexico.  The Bolivian army is deeply

involved in eradication of the coca plants in the Chapare region, the same area in which most

human rights abuses occur (Press, 1997).  Likewise, Mexican military personnel have been using

U.S.-provided helicopters and U.S. counternarcotics weapons to suppress the uprisings in the

state of Chiapas (Press, 1997).

Now the U.S. government has announced that it is awaiting Colombia’s formal request to

purchase up to 12 Cobra helicopters to fight drug traffickers and guerrillas (Johnson, 1998). 

Supposedly, the version of the helicopter that will be sold to the Colombian army is a “defanged”

one, meaning it will have a three barreled cannon and two 2.75 millimeter rocket pods.  However,

such armaments have the capability to destroy vehicles and small buildings.  This helicopter, as

have others in the past,  will certainly be used against guerrillas and their sympathizers, especially

when the Drug Czar General Barry McCaffrey is quoted as saying that the equipment can be used

to “shoot at guerrillas guarding the coca industry” (Johnson, 1998: 3A).  The bottom line is that

the law permits the use of such weaponry only for counternarcotics operations, but increasingly,

U.S. representatives, both military and civilian, continue to nod and wink when the weapons are

used against guerrillas and other civilians.



15

Military involvement in numerous human rights violations have continued and so has

military involvement with paramilitary forces (Johns, 1992; Amnesty International, 1995;1996;

Knoester, 1998).  Just  as in the past, military forces engaged in counterguerrilla operations during

1996 arbitrarily detained, tortured, and killed scores of civilians (Amnesty International, 1996;

Department of State, 1997).  Although the Colombian Prosecutor General has been very active in

combating human rights abuses and arresting those involved, the Colombian military and national

police personnel charged with such violations fall under military jurisdiction.  Consequently, most

military and police personnel accused of human rights abuses are given an informal dismissal from

the service rather than a courts-marital.  It  is such rampant impunity that serves to foster the

continuing human rights violations.

The war on drugs has produced serious negative effects on the Latin American police. 

Two major impacts have been the promotion of questionable police tactics and widespread

corruption (Johns, 1992).  However, a probably more serious concern is the militarization of law

enforcement (García Argañarás, 1997).  Much of the militarization of the drug war stems from the

use of United States Armed Forces personnel, especially personnel from U.S. Special Forces

units, to train Latin American police personnel.  As a result, Latin American governments, such as

Bolivia, form special units to fight the drug war and at the same time, give them quasi-military

functions.  Such actions foster an encroachment upon civil liberties (García Argañarás, 1997).

Andreas and Youngers (1989) note that several U.S. assisted Colombian military units are

tied to the drug traffickers and/or the drug cartels’ paramilitary organizations known to have

committed human rights violations.  They also point out that the United States trains the same

military and police forces that are employed by the drug traffickers.  If this is true, the United
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States may be potentially undermining its own policies.  Even more disturbing, the U.S.

government may be, in some ways, morally responsible for many human rights violations.

Another issue of deep concern for the United States should be its involvement of the Latin

American armed forces in the war on drugs.  Such part icipation by the Latin American military in

the interdiction effort  may be reinforcing their belief that they can govern better than civilians and

that only they can solve their nation’s drug problem.

Andreas and Youngers (1989) conclude that the escalation of the war on drugs has only

served to weaken the rule of law, and further undermine Colombia’s civilian government.  For

example, under the state of siege laws the Colombian government has increasingly released

civilian powers to the military.  The abdication of civilian power to the military has resulted in the

military becoming a “government behind the government” (Andean Commission of Jurists, 1991:

15).

The pressure on the drug producing and transit countries is also responsible for the

increase in the amount of corrupt ion within Latin America.  Corruption has become so

widespread that it is now widely accepted and even expected (Paternostro, 1995).  Bolivia,

Panama, Colombia, and Mexico have been characterized as “narco-democracies” because of

rampant corruption.  Drug traffickers are forced to seek out protection and/or assistance from

local political, military, and government officials to counter host country interdiction efforts

supported by U.S. assistance.  Consequently, the U.S. war on drugs has helped to make collusion

the norm.

Nadelmann (1993: 311) concludes that

The intensity and pervasiveness of drug-related corruption can be explained in many ways:
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as a consequence of the creation and failure of the global drug prohibition regime; as an

extension and magnification of preexisting patterns and traditions of governmental

behavior throughout Latin America and the Carribean; as a natural response of

economically impoverished peoples and regions to an immensely lucrative economic

opportunity; and as a consequence of what  criminologist Donald Cressey called “multiple

moralities.”

The end of corruption in Latin America will never be in sight as long as the international market

for drugs remains profitable and illegal.

Economic Impact:  For many countries in Latin America, the drug trade is a major source of

hard currency and it creates job opportunities thereby helping to eliminate local poverty (Akiba,

1997).  Leaders of the source and transit countries are reluctant to support the United States war

on drugs because the loss of these economic benefits tend to increase peasant  alienation and

resentment.  In Peru, cocaine exports constitute 30% of the value of their total legal exports; in

Colombia, it contributes approximately $3.4 billion yearly (Akiba, 1997).  The drug industry in

Bolivia provides up to 20% of the gross national product and provides approximately 20% of the

adult employment (Queiser Morales, 1992).  The bottom line for these nations is that drugs create

jobs and alleviate poverty in rural peasant areas.

The United States has pressured Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia to adopt crop substitution

programs as a means of reducing the number of hectares of coca and poppy crops under

cultivation.  Despite all eradication efforts in 1997, there is evidence from U.S. satellite

photographs that the area used to cultivate the coca and poppy crops have increased substantially

(The Americas, 1998).  However, these programs were doomed to failure from the start.  In
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Colombia, for example, military officers to ld the author stories about tons of vegetables rotting in

the Colombian jungle heat because there was no transportation infrastructure to bring those

products to market.  These were the same vegetables the Colombian government urged the

farmers to grow in place of coca, and the government promised those peasant farmers that the

government would help to bring the crops to market.   Most of these farms were in the dense

jungle of eastern Colombia where the only access to them was by air or by river.  In addition,

these were sparsely populated areas with no means of providing storage for so many products.

The situation in Bolivia was almost the same.  As Akiba (1997: 610) writes, “the lack of

physical infra-structures, limited access to agricultural bank credits, sharply declining domestic

market prices, and the absence of external markets, insured the failure of full peasant participation

in the alternative development  program.”  Bolivian peasants quickly learned, as did their

counterparts in Colombia, that supporting the U.S. eradication efforts led to economic hardship,

financial insecurity, and threats from those involved in the drug trade.  As a result, the peasants

from both countries who resisted eradication efforts were placed in a situation where they

confronted their own military and police forces with arms and the result was bloodshed.

Overall, the intervention of the United States in Latin America has increased the violence

in many countries (Akiba, 1997).  The drug efforts in Peru’s Upper Huallaga Valley, for example,

led to a very strong alliance between coca producing peasant farmers and the Sendero Luminoso

(Shining Path) guerilla organization.  The peasants turned to the insurgents because they opposed

U.S. intervention in the valley and because they opposed forced eradication of coca plants that are

a part of their traditional culture.

The annual certification process has also had a major impact on several Latin American
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countries.  To many countries, the certification process is one of the highest forms of U.S.

imperialism and they object to being formally judged by a foreign government (Clinton lifts

sanctions, 1998).  The U.S. drug strategy is seen as “largely unilateral, punitive, and

counterproductive (Shifter, 1998)  In addition, the decertification of Colombia contributed to

uncertainty, causing new investors to put  off planned projects (Falco, 1998), thereby undermining

the Colombian economy.  Even “White House Drug Czar Barry McCaffrey acknowledged that

the unilateral review is perceived as arrogant” (Clinton lifts sanctions, 1998, p. 3B).  He even

“asked openly whether [certification] does more harm than good (The Americas, 1998, p. 35). 

After all, from a Latin American perspective, the root of the drug problem is U.S. consumption.

Environmental Impact: Although there have been many criticisms of the U.S. war on drugs, the

criticism discussed the least is its impact on the environment.  The eradication program of the war

on drugs has raised serious concerns about the environmental impact in Latin America.  More

importantly, it raises serious concern about the effects on the overall long-term health of those

exposed to residue from fertilizers, chemicals and herbicides (Johns, 1992).  As del Olmo (1998:

270) points out,

There are two sides to the problem to be considered: first the ecological impact of

drug production itself; and second the ecological impact of drug destruction

through State eradication programs employing herbicides.  Perhaps unsurprisingly,

official authorities only emphasize the first of these points, and ignore the

breaching of international agreements, the critical arguments of ecological

movements, and the testimonies of those directly affected by official positions

covered by the second point.
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There has been an enormous expansion of coca cultivation throughout the Andean Ridge

countries and this expansion has brought about four major environmental impacts: 

(1) deforestation near the rivers; (2) erosion in zones of high rain; (3) contamination of superficial

water due to pesticides, fertilizers, and chemicals used to produce basic cocaine paste; and

(4) destruction of genetic flora and fauna resources (del Olmo, 1998).  Coca cultivation produces

a diminishing of the fragile tropical rain forests, but it also contaminates because production

requires the use of many chemicals that are very destructive to the environment.  Among these

chemicals are sulphuric acid, acetone, quick lime, and kerosene.  Since production of coca paste is

usually accomplished near rivers, these chemicals end up in those rivers and can travel many miles. 

Although coca production causes chemicals to end up in the rivers, chemicals also end up there

because public security forces frequently dump the captured chemicals into those rivers when they

destroy the drug cartels’ production facilities.

In addition to coca cultivation, Colombia is also experiencing a boom in poppy cultivation. 

One of the most tragic consequences of poppy cultivation has been the deforestation of 50,000

hectares of highland jungle in the Andes in addition to the 20,000 hectares of poppy fields. 

According to Molano (1992:45 as cited in del Olmo, 1998:272), 

the natural unbalance which is produced [by poppy cultivation] is worse than the

social because it is irreversible.  The damp forest is irrecoverable . . . .Poppy

cultivators searching for thick forests are affecting the heart  of the wilderness and

water springs.  That is,  they are drying them.

Another aspect of the environmental damage inflicted by the U.S. war on drugs is the

damage inflicted by eradication efforts.   The United States has utilized a wide variety of chemicals
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to eradicate coca plants throughout the Andean Ridge.  Now the U.S. has pressured Colombia

into agreeing to the use of tebuthiuron, an herbicide that can contaminate ground water and

therefore prevent peasants from planting crops where the coca once grew (Schemo, 1998).  What

is so appalling about this effort is that even Dow Chemical Company, the manufacturer, is

opposed to its use because of the risk to crops and people.

The area where the U.S. proposes to use tebuthiuron is the area under the control of the

leftist Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), and this approach only serves to

support the accusation that the United States has no concern for the human rights of those who

oppose the Colombian government.  According to Schemo (1998), the FARC have openly stated

that the use of tebuthiuron will lead to  open warfare in Colombia.  American authorities and the

Colombian National Police have stated that the benefits of eradication far outweigh any

environmental impacts, and the U.S. government has stated that the chemical poses no threat

since it persists for less than one year.

One primary reason the United States has been able to convince Latin American nations to

accept the use of herbicides in eradication programs is the U.S. method of exerting pressure on

the host country (del Olmo, 1992).  Herbicide programs are coordinated between the American

embassy and the host country’s Ministry of the Interior.  In this manner, it is the police who

determine the criteria for the usage of herbicides, not the Ministry of Agriculture or environmental

protection agencies.  Such a system permits the use of herbicides that no developed country

would use on its own territory.

The United States must realize that its war on drugs may produce long-term

environmental effects due to chemical spraying in countries whose population depends totally on
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the land for life and subsistence (Johns, 1992).  The residue from the substantial quantities of

chemicals, fertilizers, and herbicides dispersed on the lands and waters essential for the existence

of so  many may produce birth defects and health problems for generat ions to come.  Until more is

known about the effects of herbicides, the United States must refrain from using them.

Conclusions

Although the war on drugs has not stopped the flow of cocaine into the United States, it

has served to undermine many fragile democracies in the region, including Colombia’s.  The U.S.

effort to support interdiction operations is undoubtedly an important public policy objective.  The

issue has greater urgency now that the Colombian drug cartels have diversified into heroin

production as evidenced by the recent seizures of heroin, a heroin laboratory and 5,000 acres of

opium (Staff, 1992b; Government Accounting Office, 1998).

During the 1980s, the drug policy of the United States raised the level of friction between

the United States and its Latin American allies (Bagley, 1989; Martz, 1991), but the drug policy

of the 1990s has enraged our allies (The Americas, 1998).  This occurred because the United

States placed needless and counterproductive demands on its Latin American neighbors.   To ease

the tension, the United States must adopt several policies that are sensitive and rational

(Treverton, 1989).  First, the United States must adopt policies that recognize that the drug

problem in America is one of demand, not supply.  Second, it must conduct drug interdiction as a

police/law enforcement responsibility and not as a military mission.  Third, it must raise its

concerns for democracy and human rights to a level that is consistent with the U.S. posture as the

leader of the free world.

The 1989 assassination of Liberal Party presidential candidate Senator Luis Carlos Galán
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by drug traffickers in many ways caused the transformation of the cocaine business into a

“mechanism of U.S. control” designed “to counteract social turmoil in Colombia” (Martz, 1991:

72).  However, the political, economic, and military pressure the United States exerts on

Colombia may help to explain the current crisis facing that nation.

The credibility and legitimacy of government institutions are alarmingly

low; much of the country has become ungovernable; human rights

violations, committed largely by paramilitary groups but also by the armed

forces and guerrillas, have risen to deplorable levels; relations with the

United States are notably tense; and a lasting settlement to Colombia’s 50-

year civil war seems remote.  Indeed, a look at Colombia today offers little

cause for hope for the near future (Tickner, 1998: 61).

Both Republican and Democrat presidents, as well as members of Congress from both

parties,  have concocted schemes for stopping the foreign supply of drugs entering this country

(Bertram and Sharpe, 1996/7).  Whenever the scheme resulted in failure, there was no re-

evaluation of the strategy, but rather as in Vietnam, the level of firepower and involvement

increased.  There has been no clarity of missions, nor clearly defined objectives, but rather there

has been a counting of tons seized and hectares eradicated.  Again, this approach is reminiscent of

our policies in Vietnam, where success was measured by body count.  Such failure in the drug war

will continue until such time as the United States recognizes that our “‘enemy’ is not a foreign

army or insurgency, but an economic market” (Bertram and Sharpe, 1996/7: 44).

The United States armed forces are designed to engage in combat.  Resolving social

problems is a task beyond their competence and training.  While most military advisors and



5 Although beyond the scope of this article, the United States armed forces have a major
role in all aspects of the drug war.  For detailed information on the extent of the military role,
both domestic and foreign, see William W. Mendel and Murl D. Munger, “The Drug Threat:
Gett ing Priorities Straight” in Parameters: Journal of the US Army War College, 27(2), 110-124.
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trainers perform their duties in good faith, doing their best to accomplish the assigned mission,

few have the background or training for anything other than combat or military-related missions. 

The United States military should not be training Latin American police and military personnel to

conduct raids on laboratories as combat missions, for it has been that training that has brought

about the human rights abuses by Latin American security forces that Huggins (1991:220) has

argued against.  Although U.S. civilian law enforcement personnel train some Latin American

police forces, U.S. civilian law enforcement  personnel must train all police forces on how to

conduct law enforcement operations designed to facilitate criminal investigations, judicial

proceedings, and eventual conviction.  By using civilian law enforcement personnel to conduct

training, Latin American police will interact with instructors who are experienced law

enforcement personnel who understand the role of the police in a democratic society.  They

understand it because they have operated under democratic constraints.

Much of the militarization of the drug war overseas is the result of a fusion among U.S.

national security and law enforcement missions (Andreas, 1996), and the Department of Defense

has become deeply enmeshed in law enforcement operations both at home and abroad.5  The

involvement of the military was enhanced when President  Clinton appointed a retired Army

general as our “drug czar.”  The symbolism of the appointment promotes the idea that our

strategy is military-based, especially in the eyes of the Latin American military.

Legal analysts may note that outside the United States, involvement of the U.S. military in



6There has been a steady erosion of the requirements in the Posse Comitatus Act over the
years because of the U.S. drug war.  The U.S. Army is becoming more involved in the drug war
at the direction of the President and Congress.  For a complete discussion of this issue, see
Hammond, Matthew C.  1997.  The Posse Comitatus Act: A principle in need of renewal. 
Washington University Law Quarterly, 75(2), 953-984.
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law enforcement operations does not violate the provisions of the Posse Comitatus Act.  But,

there is no doubt that what  we are asking the Latin American military to do would certainly

violate the Act if it occurred inside the United States.  The Posse Comitatus Act , passed in 1878,

prohibits the U.S. Army and Air Force from enforcing civilian criminal law with the United States. 

This act “is considered a great bulwark in our democratic society” because it is a “clear

demonstrable indicator of the properly circumscribed limits of a civilian-controlled army in a

representative democracy” (Lujan, 1997: 83).  Under this act, the United States military are

prohibited from detaining, arresting, or serving warrants on civilians.  Therefore, why should the

American government encourage and cajole the Latin American military to do something that is

illegal for the American military to do?6

U.S. policy must insure a balance between militarization of the war on drugs and human

rights abuses on the one hand, and a true law enforcement program and respect for human rights

on the other.  As one author has written,

The very nature of military training precludes any consideration of due

process or civil rights.  Furthermore, civilian casualties, although

unwanted, are often an inevitable result of military operations. The issues

of due process, civil rights, and civilian casualties have little bearing in a

real war, but they are of the utmost importance when enforcing United

States laws (Marsh, 1991: 63).
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The Andean strategy of the war on drugs has largely been a failure leading to an escalation

of military involvement in foreign countries (Andreas and Youngers, 1989: 531).  The practical

effects of this militarization undermine counterdrug efforts proposed by the United States by

facilitating corruption as evidenced by the collusion between the Colombian security forces and

the drug cartels and the high level of corruption in Mexico.

This drug war,  therefore, has no clear objectives to achieve, has resulted in increasing

escalation of U.S. involvement, and has lead us into a quagmire.  The drug war has brought

frictions which may prove to be long-term problems that may haunt the United States for years to

come.  Several of these problems are entangling “the United States in the region's internal

conflicts, . . . anti-American sentiment and fueling support for guerrilla movements, . . . U.S.

support for and even direct involvement in brutal counterinsurgency campaigns, and . . . an

impression of U.S. complicity in human rights violations (Andreas and Youngers, 1989: 554).” 

Last ly, as Marsh (1991: 72) concludes, the “militarization of the drug war must be unethical,

because it tends to violate the very principles on which our nation's laws are based - due process,

concern for civil and human rights, and equal protection of the laws, whether at home or abroad.”
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PRESIDENT BUSH’S ANDEAN STRATEGY

Goal 1: To st rengthen the political commitment and institutional capabilities of the
Governments of Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia to enable them to take the needed steps to disrupt
the activities of, and ultimately dismantle, the cocaine trafficking organizations.

Goal 2: To increase the effectiveness of law enforcement and security activities of the three
countries against the cocaine trade.

Goal 3: To inflict significant damage on the trafficking organizat ions that predominate within
the three countries by working closely with the countries concerned to disrupt and dismantle
trafficking operations.

Goal 4: To strengthen and diversify the legitimate economies of the Andean nations to enable
them to overcome the destabilizing effects of eliminating cocaine, a major source of income.

Source: ONDCP (1991, pp. 78-79).

Table I
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PRESIDENT CLINTON’S NATIONAL DRUG CONTROL STRATEGY

(Only the international goals and objectives of the National Drug Control Strategy are listed.)

GOAL 4: Shield America’s air, land and sea frontiers from the drug threat. 

Objective 2: Lead efforts to develop stronger bilateral and multilateral intelligence sharing to
thwart the use of international commercial air, maritime, and land cargo shipments for
smuggling.

Objective 3: Conduct flexible interdiction in the transit zone to ensure effective use of
maritime and aerial interdiction capabilities.

GOAL 5: Break foreign and domestic drug sources of supply.

Objective 1: Destroy major trafficking organizations by arrest ing, convicting, and incarcerating
their leaders and top associates, and seizing their drug assets.

Objective 2: Reduce the foreign availability of drugs through eradication and other programs
that reduce crop cultivation and through enforcement efforts to attack chemical, money
laundering, and transportation networks that support trafficking organizations.

Objective 4: Increase the political will of countries to cooperate with the United States on
drug control efforts through aggressive diplomacy, certification, and carefully targeted foreign
assistance

Objective 5: Strengthen host nation institutions so that they can conduct more effective drug
control efforts on their own and withstand the threat that narcotics trafficking poses to
sovereignty, democracy, and free market economies.  In the source countries, aggressively
support the full range of host nation interdiction efforts by providing training and operational
support.

Objective 6: Make greater use of multilateral organizations to share the burdens and costs of
international narcotics control to complement the efforts of the United States and to institute
programs where the United States has limited or no access.

Source: ONDCP (1996, p. 21).

Table II
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