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Chapter 18

Harm Reduction or Harm
Aggravation? The Impact
of the Developed
Countries’ Drug Policies
in the Developing World

ANTHONY HENMAN

The purpose of this chapter is to illustrate the implications of the
emerging debate on harm reduction and drug legalization for those
countries which are both large producers and traditional consumers of
illicit drug plants. The three major illicit drug crops are each analysed
in a specific geographical setting: cannabis in Brazil, coca in the
Andean countries, and opium in the Golden Triangle.

In Defence of Extremism

There can be little doubt that the policies fostered on developing coun-
tries as the result of drug prohibition in the developed industrial states
have been almost uniformly negative in their effects. To ignore the
accumulating cost of such policies, although expedient for certain gov-
ernments, international organizations and non-governmental organiza-
tions, only lends credibility to the latent authoritarianism of drug
prohibition. More importantly, it also fails to address the real social and
economic problems facing the developing world which include indebt-
edness, resource depletion and inequitable world trading patterns. In
this context, drug use and production appear much more as a symp-
tom than as a cause.

Indeed, it would be no exaggeration to describe most current offi-
cial policies in the developing countries as a conscious or unconscious
process of harm aggravation. Though proposals for reform may appear
‘extremist’ in their opposition to the current orthodoxy of the War on
Drugs, a clear demand for policy change towards harm-reduction, and
ultimately full drug legalization, therefore offers the principal means
for developing countries to transcend their present powerlessness. By
recognising the proven effectiveness of ‘traditional’, informal controls
over the use of drugs — controls that depend on a wide social consen-
sus rather than on the use of force — developing countries can both
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€éncourage respect for their own indigenous cultural practices and con.
tribute positive examples to the wider international community.

Cannabis in Brazil

Though it has become commonplace to lament the growth of social
marginality and violent crime in Brazil's major cities, it is seldom poing.
ed out that much of the underlying racism and class discrimination hgg
historically found its symbolic expression in the denigration of
cannabis smoking. Brought over from Angola by the eighteenth centu-
ry, diamba was already sufficiently common in Rio de Janeiro in the
1830s to warrant a formal interdiction, probably the first in the New
World, directed specifically at the public use of the cannabis water
pipes introduced from Africa (Henman and Pessoa, 1986).

By 1916, scientific accounts of cannabis smoking in Brazil began to
reproduce the opium-based demonology of the period with only the
MOSL cursory attention to local social realities. Since the majority of
cannabis users in this period consisted of the descendants of black
slaves, campaigns against the killer-weed had a useful function in disci-

plining an unruly and increasingly urbanized population. Through the 3

insistent broadcasting of negative stereotypes, attitudes among the con-
sumers themselves gradually shifted focus from enthusiastic advocacy
to ambiguity and ambivalence, and finally to an identification of
cannabis smoking with a life of malandragem - hustling, pimping, liv-
ing off one’s wits and petty crime.

Continuing police repression, undertaken with uncontrolled feroci-
ty during the military regime of 1964-1985, led even to remote tribes
of Amazonian Indians being subjected to torture for their cultivation of
cannabis (Henman, 1980). Though middle-class youths and intellectu-
als also suffered beatings, electric shocks and éxtortion as a regular fea-
ture of any drugs arrest, the rhetoric of the local War on Drugs found
its principal vocation in justifying the physical elimination of gangs of
small-scale drug dealers. Death-squad victims — often numbering over
fifty in a single week in the slums of Rio de Janeiro — are still, in the
new democratic era, predominantly young, black and poor, even if rou-
tinely described by the authorities as ‘major drug traffickers’ (America’s
Watch, 1987).

Increasingly, however, campaigns against cannabis have created a
notable scarcity of this once-common substance in Brazil, thus shifting
consumption towards more dangerous forms of drug taking. The intra-
venous use of amphetamines and cocaine, in particular, has recently
been implicated in the rapid spread of HIV. Public health SUrveys
describe the huge increase in the number of cases presenting to med-
ical authorities with problems resulting from the use of solvents, phar-
maceutical drugs, alcohol and cigarettes. In short, the offensive against
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cannabis in Brazil - after decades of consistent harm aggravation — has
finally succeeded in producing a thoroughly ‘modern’ drug problem.

Coca in the Andes

It is important to remember that the early and mid twentieth century
campaigns against coca were only very remotely justified by the dan-
gers represented by cocaine. Indeed, the major manifestation of this
approach in Peru — the 1950 UN Commission of Inquiry into the
Problem of Coca-Leaf Chewing (summarized in Comisién de Estudio
de las Hojas de Coca, 1978) — coincided with a period in which cocaine
was virtually absent on the world illicit market. It is hard, therefore, to
avoid the conclusion that the roots of the West's unhealthy obsession
with coca lie in a particularly arrogant form of technocratic intolerance,
a modern inquisition governed by the horror of foreign drug plants
(Antonil, 1978).

The essentially religious — that is to say, anti-rational — nature of this
obsession is amply documented by the total indifference shown
towards the considerable scientific output which has sought to situate
the use of coca in a more realistic pharmacological, social and cultural
context. This has been true even of studies commissioned directly by
the United States Government, such as Carter et al. (1980), which were
ignored when they reported back favourably on coca. Governed by a
peculiar ideal of abstinence, and constrained by the idea that the only
way to control the use of a drug is to ‘cut it off at source’, successive US
administrations and international bureaucracies have spent enormous
sums on attempts to eliminate coca in the producing areas.

Whether through the ‘softly, softly’ approach of crop-substitution
and alternative development, or by means of more aggressive military
operations of forcible eradication, the net result has been predictable:
a temporary disruption of the peasant economy, an eventual rise in
coca prices brought about by the resulting shortages, and a subsequent
incentive to plant coca on new sites (Henman, 1985). This economic
logic, as unmysterious and unrelenting as the corresponding falls in
coca prices occasioned through cycles of over-production, has never-
theless had a series of deleterious knock-on effects. In the social field,
the disarticulation of peasant leadership - split between ‘good’ farmers
who cooperate with crop-substitution and ‘bad’ farmers who do not —
as well as the growing discredit of national institutions, seen as willing
servants of outside intervention, have provided legitimacy and fresh
recruits for both organized crime and armed political insurgency
(Henman, 1990). In the environmental context, coca eradication in one
area has only favoured the clearing of new land elsewhere, and thus a
growing depletion of primary rainforest in the sensitive sub-montane
fringes of the Amazon basin.
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Additional problems have been associated with the different specific
attempts to find a technical ‘fix’ that could interrupt the flow of cocaine
into the United States. In the late 1980s, trials with the chemical herbi.
cide Spike, a tebuthiuron manufactured by Eli Lilly Co., had to be halt-
ed in the face of vocal and effective opposition from the environmental
lobby in Peru and the United States of America. Subsequent experi-
ments with the malumbia butterfly, Eloria noyesi, were fraught with
technical difficulties. Though in its caterpillar stage this pest will strip a
coca bush of leaves, it does not actually kill the bush. Given that the
caterpillar has many natural predators, it was found that effective crop
eradication required repeated reinfestation of a single locality. This in
turn necessitated the propagation and dissemination of malumbia but-
terflies on a truly industrial scale, and spiralling costs which could not
be justified in view of the programme’s uncertain outcome.

It is in this context that must be situated the 1991 outbreak of a new
strain of the root-mould, Fusarium oxysporum, first reported in the
district surrounding the town of Uchiza in the centre of the Upper
Huallaga valley, reputed source of 60% of the world’s cocaine.
Agronomists at Peru’s school of tropical agriculture in Tingo Maria
describe this fungus as endemic in coca plantations where it has tradi-
tionally occasioned small losses, mainly among old bushes growing on
poor or marginal soils. The appearance of a far more virulent strain of
the mould, however, is unanimously ascribed by local sources to the
spreading of a ‘white powder’ by UMOPAR and CORAH, the Peruvian
anti-narcotic and crop-eradication forces financed by the United States
of America.

Ironically, United Nations’ personnel at sites of the local crop-substi-
tution projects claim that the new strain of Fusarium is decimating
food crops and their experimental plots of avocado and citrus fruit,
while encouraging the development of new coca plantations in the vir-
gin forests to the north and south. Sceptics point out that extensive
coca monoculture in the Upper Huallaga offered ideal conditions for
the development of such a pest as Fusarium, which may have mutated
spontaneously. However, the previous record of the US Drug
Enforcement Administration in the area — their experiments with Spike
and the malumbia butterfly — together with the undeniable existence of
a large item in the US Department of Agriculture budget clearly ear-
marked for the development of ‘coca-specific pathogens’ suggests cau-
tion in assigning the fungus outbreak entirely to natural causes.

Furthermore, biological warfare against coca makes a degree of
opportunistic sense in any strictly military assessment of the threat of
armed insurgency in Peru. Depriving the local guerrilla movements of
their economic base would seem a desirable move from this narrow
perspective, at least in the short term. This should, of course, be
weighed against the probability of increased guerrilla recruitment
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among destitute peasants and the likely spread of guerrilla influence
into new coca-growing areas north and south of the main production
centres in the Upper Huallaga. As a technique of political and environ-
mental harm-aggravation, then, the ill-considered attempts to wipe out
coca will continue to bear their recurrent harvest of poisoned fruit.

Opium in the Golden Triangle

If the Brazilian and Peruvian cases provide illustrations of the impact of
vigorous anti-drug policies on drug consumption and production in
the developing countries, it is nevertheless in the Golden Triangle, and
principally in the West’s ‘good example’ client state, Thailand, that the
full implications of such policies are most glaringly apparent. Thailand
is repeatedly cited as the only known case of ‘successful’ crop substitu-
tion, and indeed the opium harvest in that country has diminished con-
siderably from the high point reached in the late 1960s. Concurrent
prevention and education programmes, lavishly funded by the United
States of America, the UN drug bureaucracies, the European powers
and Japan, have poured anti-opium propaganda into even the most
remote hill-tribe villages. Actively encouraging the young to mock and
ridicule their opium-smoking elders, such campaigns have clearly
undermined native social structures and with them the mutual respect
between sexes and generations which acted in the past as a constraint
on problematic opium consumption.

The most visible effect of such policies, other than the hundreds of
opium users languishing in Thai gaols, has been to encourage the diffu-
sion of heroin use among young people, and with it the spread of the
practice of injecting drugs — resulting in subsequent dissemination of
the HIV virus due to sharing of needles and syringes. The switch from
opium to heroin was documented as an unintended effect of anti-
opium campaigns as early as the 1930s in China (Bensussan, 1946),
and formed the substance of a major study carried out on opium by the
American psychiatrist, Joseph Westermeyer (1982), in Laos during the
Vietnam War. Indeed, one positive advantage of the relative isolation
and economic backwardness of Laos in the subsequent period of
Communist government (1975-1990) has been the virtual disappear-
ance of the earlier heroin epidemic in that country, arguably as the
result of a renewed tolerance of opium-smoking. At present, the advent
of heroin injecting and AIDS looks set to accompany the opening up of
Laos to external influences; ironically it will be from the ‘model’ anti-
drug state, Thailand, that the threat will come.

Many other, less obvious negative effects of the campaigns against
opium become apparent if one scratches below the surface, and
numerous studies have attempted to bring these to light (for example,
Tapp (1989) and various articles in McKinnon and Vierre (1989)). The


















