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Some of you are probably thinking, as I would certainly do if I were in your position, “What makes this person who just got off the airplane, who doesn’t even speak Spanish, think that he can advise us on how to reduce violence?”  Let me assure you that I have no intention of doing so.   My goal is much more modest.  I’d like to point out three connections and make four distinctions that may be helpful as you consider how to deal with the problem.

First connection:

Drugs are connected with violence, in at least three ways:  through their pharmacology, their chemical action on the mind (typically, someone gets drunk and starts a fight), through the need for money to buy drugs (someone commits a robbery to support his cocaine habit), and through the illicit markets  (two drug dealers shoot each other in a business dispute, or dealer shoots a police officer who is trying to arrest him, or a witness who might testify against him).  

As we consider means of controlling violence associated to drugs, we should ask ourselves which type of violence are we dealing with and how the proposed interventions would make such violence less common.  If someone says, “Salvadoran drug laws are inadequate because they do not establish punishments for the users; therefore, we should introduce such punishments,” one should ask in reply, “What aspect of the violence will this approach deal with, and through what mechanism will it create benefits?”  Moreover, one should ask “What information do we have that will allow us to judge in advance if the proposed intervention will be useful?” and, even more important, “What information can we gather to allow us to judge in retrospect if it succeeded in accomplishing its objective?”  

In the pressure to decide that is created by the press of public business, it is easy to lose sight of the importance of understanding the problem before acting on it.  I was speaking with a public official here earlier in my visit, and that official was describing to me new set of drug policies he intended to put forward.  I asked what information was available to suggest that those policies would be beneficial; he replied that the data were very poor.  He then went on to discuss how to get the new policies adopted and implemented, just as if the desirability of doing so were independent of the question whether those policies would have good results. I believe that the logical conclusion of the statement “We lack the relevant data” is “We should collect the relevant data,” rather than “We should therefore decide by guesswork.”  Data collection is almost always cheap compared to the costs of making policy in the dark. 

This world is full of surprises.  The list of things I used to believe were true about drugs that I now believe are false is embarrassingly long; there is no substitute for a trial- and-error experimental approach when creating the policies in this area.   Carpenters have a saying, “Measure seven times, cut once.”  That’s good advice; measuring is much cheaper than cutting in the wrong place.   But I believe it is not good advice, or at least not complete advice, in developing public policies. It should be “Measure seven times, then cut, then measure seven times more and expect that you will have to cut again.”  This is discouraging advice, but I think there is no other way to get policies right.

A great man once said “No person and no organization that cannot fail cheerfully will ever accomplish anything great.”  There is nothing harder in politics than standing up and saying, “The policy I proposed last year has now been tested and it does not work; therefore I now propose a different policy.” Any politician who has the courage to say this will have my vote.  If we are willing to eliminate policies that don’t work, we can have the courage to try policies that might not work, secure in the knowledge that we won’t be forced to keep repeating our failures.  Policies with entirely predictable results exist only in fantasy. 

First distinction:  Between Drug Abuse and Violence

I said that drug abuse is related to violence, and of course this is true.  But it is deeply important to remember that drug abuse and violence are two different problems.

Not all drugs, not all users, not all traffickers are connected with violence in the same extent or in the same manner.

For example:   

Alcohol is cheap and legal, and creates much user violence due to intoxication, but violence among traffickers is rare; two liquor store owners are no more likely to kill one another than two grocers.  But when alcohol was illegal in the United States, rival gangs of beer merchants slaughtered one another with submachine guns.  So, by making alcohol cheap and legal we’ve avoided illicit-market violence at the cost of increased user violence.

The pharmacology of cannabis is very different; as far as one can tell, the use of  cannabis rarely creates violence on the part of its users, but its illegality creates an illicit market:  sometimes a violent one.

Tobacco is even more extreme because it creates no violence between its users, and no violence at all except when it is so highly taxed that an illicit market in smuggled cigarettes develops, and that illicit market turns violent.

So saying that “We need to combat the drug abuse to reduce violence” is only a half-truth. Some drug abuse policies will reduce violence.  Other drug abuse control policies will tend to increase violence, as in the case of cigarette taxation, which is drug abuse-controlling but may be violence-enhancing.

That does not mean high cigarette taxes are wrong, or that they should be reduced just because an illicit market exists.  Since drug abuse has many ill effects other than violence—in particular, damage to the lives of drug abusers and their families – the best drug abuse control policy, all things considered, may not be the violence-minimizing drug abuse control policy.  There may be a tradeoff between public health and public security.  

There are some cases were drug abuse control policies can reduce the use of drugs and reduce the violence among the users without creating violence between the traffickers.  The example most obvious here is the alcohol.  Alcohol creates violence due to intoxication.  The higher the price of alcohol, the less intoxication we will have.  This has been demonstrated in study after study; alcohol obeys what the economists call “the law of demand” as well as any other product.  We can create higher prices through  taxes.  

Observe that taxes do not require the same sort of enforcement effort demanded by prohibition.  Up to a very substantial level, taxing alcohol will not create a black market or require an army of police. So alcohol taxation reduces drug abuse and user violence while creating no illicit market violence:  pure gain, all around.  

It has always surprised me to hear some politicians in the United States brag about how tough they are on “drugs” but never mention alcohol taxes.  Perhaps they know something I don’t.

Second Distinction:  Supply and Demand

Drug abuse and trafficking, and their attendant violence, can be curbed either by restricting supply or by reducing demand.  These categories of thought are useful even though the two phenomena are less clearly distinct in practice than they are in economic theory.  Supply restrictions include taxes, regulations, and prohibitions; demand reduction efforts include persuasion, coercion, and treatment.

Again, for each proposed intervention of any of these kinds we should ask ourselves  how it is likely to influence violence, given the type of intervention, the drug involved, and the specific targets in terms of users or dealers or distribution areas or styles.  The ideal is to be able to measure the level of drug-related violence  before and after the proposed intervention, in order to know if we have made progress or rather moved a step back, and to be willing to modify our policies in light of their actual effects.


Second connection:  Substitution and complementary across drugs.

Some drugs are complements to one another; they are used together because users like to combine the effects, for example, alcohol and cocaine. Cocaine is a stimulant and alcohol is a depressant. Someone who drinks a lot will find cocaine useful as a way of staying awake to enjoy his drunkenness, while someone who is using cocaine will find alcohol helpful in finally getting to sleep. So anything that makes stimulants more available will most likely increase the use of depressants.  

When that relationship holds – when two drugs are complements to one another – reducing the availability of either will reduce the use of both, creating a double benefit.  

By contrast, other drugs(other pairs of drugs(are substitutes for each another, for example two different narcotics (heroin and oxycodone) or two brands of beer. In those cases reducing the availability on one of the drugs will simply increase the use of the other. That will reduce the value of any intervention.

In some cases, reducing the availability of the less harmful drug may generate an increase in use of a more harmful drug. For example: In the case of inhalants, it would be relatively easy to restrict sales of glue to prevent glue-sniffing by children. (Of course there will be illegal sales, but glue-sniffing will surely go down.) But there are other things they can inhale, in particular gasoline, which is infinitely more damaging. To inhale gasoline is deadly for the lungs as well as for the brain. If one consequence of restricting the availability of glue were to substantially increase gasoline inhaling, then the overall effect of our “success” would be to make the problem worse.

Now consider the possibility that cannabis and inhaling glue compete with each other.  If that were true, then one cost of making cannabis less available would be to increase glue-sniffing:  not obviously a net gain.

 To summarize this point, the value of reducing the use of any drug, will depend  not only on the characteristics of that drug but on the characteristics of other drugs for which that drug is a substitute or complement.

Surprisingly, there exists very little systematic knowledge about the relation of complementary and substitutions among drugs. Everyone is familiar with the “gateway” theory, which holds that use of widely used drugs such as cigarettes, alcohol, and cannabis, lead to the use of harder drugs such as heroin and cocaine in the future. But scientific evidence for that assertion is lacking; it might be true or it might not. It may be true for some pairs of drugs and not for other pairs. It could be true in some places and not in others. It may be true in Germany and false in Thailand. Learning whether and to what extent cannabis and alcohol are be substitutes or complements to one another is essential to be able to elaborate drug abuse control policies that make sense. I wish I could tell you that I know what is this relation in the Unites States, but I don’t, because the appropriate studies have not been carried out. But even if I would know I wouldn’t be able to assure you if the same relation exists here in El Salvador, because the problem is not only  pharmacological but  also  sociological.

So I would encourage Salvadoran policy makers to sponsor research to estimate this relationship – what economists call the cross-elasticity of demand – between cannabis and alcohol.

Third Connection:  Between Drug Laws (and Law Enforcement) and Violence.

Drug laws and law enforcement directed at drug supply can reduce violence in two ways:  It can shrink the markets, and it can force them into less violent modes of operation. But the drug laws and their application can also increase violence.   Obviously, the laws do so by creating illicit markets; if there were no drug laws, sellers of psychoactive drugs would have no particular reason to engage in violence.  But enforcement can also implicitly encourage violence.  If the pattern of enforcement creates a competitive advantage for more violent organizations, compared to less violent organizations, the result will be a more violent market.  Since one use of violence is to protect against enforcement by intimidating witnesses, there will be a tendency for heavy enforcement and harsh penalties to lead to an increase in violent behavior.

Since it is not the case that anything that reduces drug trafficking will reduce violence, violence reduction should be a consideration in designing drug law enforcement strategies and operations.  But enforcement agencies are far more likely to boast of drugs confiscated or dealers imprisoned than of murders prevented. 

That raises the question of what enforcement will be violence-minimizing.  Again without presuming without trying to prescribe specific policies, I want to mention four principles that determine the effect of drug law enforcement on trafficking-related violence. 

First principle:  Replacement.  Drug law enforcement faces a fundamental problem that makes its mission harder to accomplish than the mission of enforcement against what are called “predatory” crimes (all the varieties of theft and assault).  This is the fundamental problem of replacement. As long as there are drug buyers opportunities for drug dealers will exist.  As in all markets, the dealers have to compete for these opportunities; each competitor is a barrier to the growth of his rivals.  By contrast, a burglar doesn’t compete with other burglars; houses to break into are not scarce.   Arresting a burglar and put him in prison reduces the frequency of burglaries, because that person will not be committing burglaries while he is imprisoned; moreover, his example may lead others to eschew burglary in favor of honest work.  Neither of those effects will cause new burglars to arise, or current burglars to work harder, because no new opportunity is created.  

Drug dealers are different; they do compete.  Removing one encourages others. Thus imprisoning a drug dealer does not reduce the supply of drugs in the way that imprisoning a burglar reduces the frequency of burglaries.  To verify that this is not a merely theoretical problem, consider the experience of the United States. In 1980 we had a rising cocaine problem.  Cocaine sold for approximately $800 dollars a gram; we had approximately 15,000 traffickers in prison.  As of the year 2000 we had approximately 300,000 cocaine dealers in our prisons, an increase of twentyfold.    The price of cocaine, which is the best measure of the effective pressure exerted by  law enforcement on the market, had fallen to $100 dollars a gram, a factor of eight reduction; cocaine consumption had increased from 50 tons to almost 300 tons, a factor of six increase.  Thus greatly increased imprisonment coexisted with falling prices and rising consumption.

Second principle:  Enforcement swamping. Part of the explanation for this failure must be that the increase in volume tended to dilute the effects of enforcement, a process I have called “enforcement swamping.”   Drug markets – in this respect like other forms of criminal activity— face positive-feedback effects because the expected value of punishment for any given criminal act, the volume of punishment divided by the volume of criminal activity, tends to fall as activity rises. 

For example if there is a crowd including one pickpocket and one police officer, the pickpocket is at serious risk of arrest.  But if there were 50 pickpockets in the same crowd, facing the same lone police officer, then at least 49 of them would be safe.  Holding enforcement constant, the higher the level of criminal activity the lower the average punishment for any given crime.  Thus, as the frequency of any crime, including drug dealing, rises, the punishment tends to fall, which makes the volume of crime rise even more; that is the logical structure of a riot.

So, if enforcement swamping is a real and significant effect, as I believe it is, then a level of enforcement that could eliminate a small market could be applied to a large market virtually without effect.  I believe that is what happened with the cocaine problem in the United States.  When we began to increase cocaine enforcement, the genie had already gotten out of the bottle and we couldn’t force it back in.  

Third principle:  Concentration of Effort.  Because the use of drugs is a personal habit and a social custom, there also exist positive feedbacks through time on the demand side.  The greater drug consumption today, the greater the demand tomorrow.  In particular, a drug newly introduced into a population whose use begins to rise will tend to rise very quickly, because new drug users tend to be proselytizers for use, while some long-time users become bad examples to warn others:  “A ship on the rocks is a lighthouse to the coast.”  A new drug whose use is spreading has many new users and few old users; over time the number of new users fall as the population of those willing to try it is exhausted, and the number of old users rises; both of those effects then tend to slow the spread of the drug; often the slowdown is very dramatic.  It is in the early phases of a drug epidemic that enforcement has its greatest effects.  Alas, it is at the latter phases that public concern about the drug is most acute; thus the optimal policy and the popular policy are not identical.  

In general, it is more advantageous either to crush a market or leave it largely untouched, rather than spreading effort to provide small doses of enforcement everywhere.  That suggests the importance of concentration, both by drug and by geographic area.  It’s much better to take a given region of a city and clean up the drug markets there entirely than to make a few arrests in each area.  Police tend to count arrests as a measure of their achievement; I propose instead that arrests be treated as costs, and that the goal of shutting down drug markets, or making them less violent, be sought at the cost of as few arrests as possible. 

Now I don’t want to suggest that this principle is easy to apply, the results that we really desire are much more difficult to measure then the arrests, and many things other than police behavior influence those outcomes.  If I were a police chief, in purely organizational terms I’d far rather be held accountable for the number of arrests, which I can reasonably hope to control, than for the much less malleable target of shutting down the drug markets or reducing violence.  However, it is important not to be like the drunken man in the story who searches under the street light for the wallet he lost in a dark alley, because the light is so much better.  We must look for our results where we expect to find them.

Fourth principle:  Heterogeneity.  Not all drug dealers, dealing areas, or styles of dealing, are alike in their violence-intensity.  Therefore enforcement should pick out violent groups, drugs, areas, and styles for special attention.  This is not the natural tendency of drug enforcement; the more violent groups are not necessarily the largest or the easiest to make cases against.  Selecting violence-prone dealers and markets for enforcement activity have two kinds of value here:  First it will take out the worst players off the streets, reduces violence in a indirect way and again a natural replacement for violence does not exist as it does for the drug supply.  But more importantly it will create incentives for the rest to become less violent in order to deflect enforcement attention to others.    

There is a different criterion of selection that might be applicable to the situation in El Salvador.  Everybody seems to agree that the growth of the use of cocaine in El Salvador is related to the practice among trafficking organizations of paying their employees in drugs and not with cash.  Why not use this as the criterion for the selection of enforcement targets?  Establish clearly that these organizations that pay with drugs will be the ones that receive police attention in preference to those that pay in cash, and you create an disincentive for the behavior you most want to suppress.  

I have been told that legislation is soon to be introduced into the National Assembly to authorize a variety of new techniques of anti-drug law enforcement.  The use of criminal informants and undercover operations, extraditions, and confiscation of money and other assets have all been mentioned.  I do not presume to comment in detail, but I must remark that of all the errors I have committed in giving advice on drug policy, my participation in the introducing confiscation (called in United States legal language “forfeiture”) into the drug law enforcement effort in the United States at the beginning of the 1980’s is the one I most regret.   

It is not enough for a new technique to sound as if it might be useful sometime; its proponents should be asked to explain in some detail the mechanisms through which the new approaches will contribute to the goals we are aiming for.  

Third distinction:  Among Drug Users

Now let me switch from supply to demand, and discuss how to evaluate programs aimed at drug users rather than traffickers.  Organizations devoted to reducing drug demand tend to be much more interested in drug abuse than in violence and they tend to focus on the number of users, especially users of illicit drugs, as the primary statistic marking their success.   But in attempting to reduce violence, the number of drug users is not the most important statistic.  Not all users, even users of the same drug, are alike, and therefore not all demand reduction efforts have the same impact on violence.  The major goal is to reduce use among users who themselves become violent, and reduce the use by the small number of heavy users whose money dominates the illicit markets.  

The last group is, relatively, a very small group.  For most drugs, only about 20% of the users at any given time are heavy users.  But that group typically accounts for 80% of the volume.  (That is true of licit markets as well, which is why airlines have frequent-flyer programs.)    So we can reduce the number of drug users very substantially without reducing the drug problem at all.  We’ve done that in the United States. Since 1985, the number of cocaine users has fallen by three-quarters, but the volume of cocaine consumed has increased because the number of heavy users has also increased.  Thus, for demand reduction to shrink the market, it must be effective with heavy users – that is to say, with drug addicts – and not merely with schoolchildren who might otherwise occasionally smoke a joint.

What can be done with heavy drug users?  Punish them, treat them, or try to coerce them into eliminating or at least restricting their drug use.  Punishment is expensive and ineffective.  Treatment is useful, but most of the heavy users won’t go to treatment or stay in treatment, even under threat.  An alternative not well explored is to subject identified heavy users to continual drug testing and mild but consistent sanctions for every incident of detected use.  I have called that alternative “coerced abstinence”, to distinguish it from the more widely practiced “coerced treatment”.  But note that the process, while cheaper than treatment or incarceration, is still too expensive and cumbersome to apply to drug users generally; to make sense, it should be restricted to high-volume users of expensive drugs. 

 
For the drug responsible for more violence than all the rest combined – for alcohol, that is – there is a fourth option.  Because alcohol is legally consumed, it is also legally purchased.  That raises the possibility of trying to deny the opportunity for legal purchase to those alcohol users who have committed violence in the past. If someone has  gotten drunk and beaten someone else, or if someone has gotten drunk and is convicted of reckless driving, why should that person not lose his right to buy alcohol?  

Current policies recognize only two classes of drugs:  those that are legal for everyone, and those that are prohibited and therefore legal for no one (except for medical purposes).  Why not, as John Stuart Mill suggested in On Liberty, have a class of drugs prohibited only to those who have shown an use them responsibly?  The obvious way to enforce such a prohibition would be to impose the responsibility of checking eligibility to drink on the sellers of alcohol, as is now the case in the United State with the enforcement of the age restriction on who may buy. Of course the enforcement such a law above would be imperfect, but imperfection is not the same thing as non-usefulness.

Fourth Distinction:  Between dealing for domestic consumption and dealing for export.

A fourth distinction is especially relevant to the Salvadoran situation. Trafficking organizations that serve foreign markets pose particular threats and need to be addressed differently.  Unlike the problem of domestic distribution, which is limited by the size of the domestic market, the export and transshipment trade can grow virtually without limit.  As already noted, that drug transshipment is likely to create domestic supply and, secondarily demand, through leakage.  Traffickers using El Salvador as a smuggling route must compete with traffickers using other routes; the natural economic tendency is for products to flow down the least-cost channel.  So the problem, from a Salvadoran point of view, is to create a competitive disadvantage in serving foreign markets for trafficking organizations that use Salvadoran routes.  Here cost and competitiveness are measured, not in dollars, but in the risk of enforcement action.  So one question we should consider in analyzing proposed anti-drug legislation is the effect on the location choices of traffickers moving drugs north. If Guatemala is more willing than El Salvador to extradite  traffickers for trial in the United States, then prudent traffickers will avoid Guatemala and use El Salvador instead.  

Another way to reduce the problem of transshipment is to reduce demand, not here but in the United States.  It is sometimes suggested that the United States should eradicate its own domestic drug crop, cannabis, as a way of encouraging Latin American countries to eradicate not only cannabis but also coca and poppy. But this is of course absurd; the more the U.S. eradicates its domestic production, the greater the demand for imports, and thus the greater the problem created to our south.  

To reduce imports, the United States must reduce demand, not domestic supply.  Since, as noted, most of the demand is from heavy users, and not light users, and since most heavy users are also criminally active, the most important demand reduction step that could be taken in the United States would be a program of coerced abstinence aimed at offenders released on bail, on probation, or on parole to ensure that they are not continuing to use drugs, especially hard drugs.   That step is feasible, but it is organizationally difficult due to the structure of the criminal justice system in the United States, which is dominated by state and local governments.  If our hemispheric neighbors were to encourage the United States government at the federal level to offer inducements to state and local governments to reduce drug demand among offenders, that would be, I think, good for both sides.  We would have a smaller drug problem and less crime, and Latin America would have a smaller smuggling problem.
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