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    Reducing the contribution of drugs to violence in El Salvador requires identifying the specific mechanisms, and the specific drugs, that are actually involved as an empirical matter with violence in El Salvador, and then designing effective means of counteracting those mechanisms that are within the actual or potential capacity of governmental and non-governmental institutions to carry out.  

Good intentions are no substitute for specific, practical plans.  Nor is an undifferentiated effort against drug abuse the same as a focused effort to control drug-related violence. Reducing “the drug problem” generically may or may not contribute to reducing the violence problem.  

The Links between Drugs and Violence

Drugs can be linked to violence in three ways:

· through the direct behavioral effects of the drugs on the people who take them (intoxication); 

· by motivating addicts to commit crimes to get money to buy drugs (income-producing crime) which can in turn ether be violent themselves (robbery) or involve illcit transactions that lead to violence (prostitution, for example); and 

· through the operations of the illicit markets in which the drugs themselves are bought and sold (market-related violence).

That tripartite division, along with information about the actual situation, can be used to analyze the current contribution of drugs to violence and to invent workable solutions.  It can also be used to design mechanisms to collect the relevant information.

Alcohol

Alcohol is by far the most widely used intoxicant, and the contribution of alcohol to violence is both well known to ordinary common sense and well documented in the scientific literature of many nations.  It is almost certain that alcohol contributes more toward intoxicated violence in El Salvador than all other drugs combined.  On the other hand, alcohol is legal and inexpensive, and therefore generates little or no illicit-market violence or violence secondary to income-producing crime.

To understand the contribution of alcohol to violence in more precise quantitative terms would require information not yet collected, but which could be collected from hospitals and morgues by taking samples of murder victims, gunshot victims, victims of sexual assault, and victims of domestic violence, and of perpetrators of those crimes arrested on the spot, to determine what proportion of them were under the influence of alcohol at the time.  The pre-offense drinking behavior of perpetrators can also be studied through retrospective interviews.  

In this instance, precise measurement is not essential to policy formation, since the problem is already known to be profound, but taking precise measurements now would enable an evaluation of the success of any intervention program through interrupted time-series analysis (i.e., before-and-after comparison).   

Precise measurement can also help inform policy by telling us more than we now know about the perpetrators of intoxicated violent crimes.   What proportion of them are repeat offenders, whose names were already known to enforcement authorities as drunken assailants?   What proportion of them meet clinical criteria for alcohol dependence (as opposed to being occasional drinkers)?  What is their age distribution?

Mapping violent incidents related to alcohol may allow the identification of particular neighborhoods, or perhaps even particular vendors of alcoholic beverages, where the problem is especially grave.  Those might then become the focus of targeted interventions.  

In the abstract, alcohol-related violence can be reduced by (1) reducing total alcohol consumption, by intervening in the alcohol markets either on the supply side or on the demand side; (2) changing the composition of alcohol consumption by reducing its use by individuals or demographic groups identified as being at especially high risk for alcohol-related violence; or (3) changing the circumstances in which alcohol is consumed so as to reduce the likelihood of violence (e.g., by requiring places in which alcohol is served to ensure that their patrons are unarmed).  

The most obvious and straightforward way of reducing alcohol consumption, and by far the most effective, is taxation.  The higher the price of alcohol, the less will be consumed, and the effect of higher prices is felt especially strongly by heavy drinkers, for whom the price of alcohol may be a significant factor in personal budgeting.  Studies of the price-elasticity of demand for alcoholic beverages in El Salvador would allow a precise quantitative estimate of this effect, but as a rule of thumb one should expect a price-elasticity of demand near unity:  i.e., a 5% increase in price should be expected to lead to approximately a 5% decrease in quantity consumed.  Price can be raised to almost any desired extent by taxation, subject only to the risk of developing a parallel market in untaxed beverages; the importance of brand names in the markets for beer, wine, and spirits reduces the risk that such parallel markets will flourish.

Unlike interventions in the illicit drug markets, alcohol taxation can be made virtually self-enforcing, by collecting the tax at the point of production.


Whether tax increases are politically feasible at all; if so, what the limits of that feasibility would be; and how they might be affected by different uses of the resulting revenue (e.g., by linking the tax to some highly popular spending program), are questions or political scientists and practicing political leaders rather than for policy analysts.  


On the demand side of the equation, “negative advertising” -- which should probably be aimed at drunkenness rather than at alcohol consumption -- might (or might not) succeed in changing norms and behavior.  The history of “drug abuse prevention” campaigns is not an especially encouraging one, but it might be possible to change the social acceptability of being drunk in public, as perceived by those whose drinking is most likely to lead to violence:  young men.  No such campaign should be expected to pay significant short-term dividends, but the prospects are worth exploring.

Insofar as the problem of alcoholic violence is concentrated in a relatively small population of repeat offenders, it might be possible to reduce violence by making it more difficult for those previously convicted of alcohol-related violence to purchase alcoholic beverages.  Such programs have great theoretical attractiveness, since they focus directly on the problem and do not interfere with the pleasures of non-problem drinkers, but their political viability and administrative feasibility remain to be determined.  In order for such a program to work, the sellers of alcoholic beverages need to have both a legal responsibility not to sell to those designated as dangerous drinkers and the operational capacity to determine quickly and easily whether the person now asking to be served is on that list.

Rules about the sales of alcohol – limiting the number of places where it can be sold, especially for on-premises consumption, and limiting the hours at which it can be sold – may also have some contribution to make, especially where the problems are highly localized.  Sellers of alcoholic beverages can also be required to refuse to serve customers who are visibly intoxicated, or to ensure that customers are disarmed and remain disarmed until fully sober.  Again, administrative feasibility needs to be confirmed before any such program is put in place.

Illicit Drugs

With respect to the illicit markets, abstract reasoning has much less power to tell us what policies would be efficacious in reducing violence, and the need for empirical information is correspondingly greater. Framing measures to reduce the associated violence will require large amounts of hard-to-acquire information. 

Intoxicated violence involving illicit drugs is likely to be only a small proportion of violence related to illicit markets, and a small proportion of total intoxicated violence.  So insofar as we try to craft policies toward illicit drugs to minimize violence, income-producing crime and violence related to the drug markets ought to command most of our attention.

Perhaps the single best measure of the size of an illicit market is the revenue it generates.  (One could also try to measure physical volumes of illicit product or the number of persons employed in illegal enterprise.)   Reducing revenue will, other things equal, tend to reduce the size of the violent side-effects of the market, and of drug consumption.  

But any given amount of illicit income can be generated in ways that are much more, or much less, violent.  Some trafficking organizations are more prone than others to use guns to settle disputes, eliminate competition, or defend themselves from enforcement activity.  Thus the violence incident to illicit markets can be reduced by shrinking the markets themselves or by reducing the violence-intensity of trafficking activity.  

Salvadoran drug markets can be divided (for purposes of analysis if not always empirically) between domestic trafficking aimed at Salvadoran customers and the international illicit trade that uses El Salvador as a transshipment point between the Andes and North America.  

The International Traffic

International trafficking organizations that use El Salvador as a transshipment point pose a double threat.  Their own operations may lead to violence, and, insofar as they pay their Salvadoran collaborators in drugs rather than money, those collaborators then become sources of supply for a domestic traffic in illicit drugs.  

It is not plausible that Salvadoran policies could noticeably influence the aggregate volume of traffic between the Andean region and North America.  The national objective should be to minimize the national damage done as a result of this international traffic.  Since criminal enterprises, like other enterprises, are driven by the demands of competition, shaping their behavior requires creating competitive disadvantage for firms behaving in especially noxious ways.   Since the risk of enforcement action is among the most important costs of any illicit enterprise, competitive disadvantage can be created by focusing enforcement attention on the most dangerous organizations.

Minimizing national damage can take any of three forms:

· Reducing the proportion of the South-to-North traffic moving through El Salvador.   In effect, that means creating competitive disadvantage for organizations that use El Salvador as a transshipment route, compared to their competitors who use alternative routes;

· Reducing the violence associated directly with any given volume of transshipment activity, by discouraging the use of violence:  i.e., by creating competitive disadvantage for those organizations who use greater amounts of violence compared to their competitors who use lesser amounts of violence; or 

· Reducing the domestic drug trafficking associated with any given volume of transshipment activity by discouraging payment in kind:  i.e., by creating competitive disadvantage for those organizations that pay in kind compared to their competitors who pay in cash.

Crafting such policies would require intelligence information about the organizations involved in the international traffic, the routes they use, and their differential propensities for violence or for paying in kind.  Some of that information is available from domestic and international law drug enforcement agencies.  Some of it might be accumulated by questioning --  not as an investigative tactic, but as a research measure – incarcerated drug traffickers.

Domestic Policies toward Illicit Drugs

With respect to the domestic drug traffic, its contribution to violence can be reduced either by reducing its volume or by reducing its violence-intensity:  i.e, the ratio of violence to volume.

Volume reduction: Enforcement

Domestic illicit drug trafficking can be reduced in volume through law enforcement (though with the risk of a concomitant increase in its violence-intensity due to increased enforcement pressure); by drug abuse prevention efforts; by drug treatment and other persuasive/facilitative measures designed to encourage heavy persistent drug users to reduce or cease their drug-taking; and by coercive measures directed at offenders identified as high-volume drug users.

The capacity of law enforcement to reduce volumes in illicit markets is discouragingly limited.  Unlike predatory crimes, such as burglary, transactional crimes such as drug dealing are subject to the logic of market replacement.  Arresting one dealer, or breaking up one dealing organization, creates additional opportunities for other dealers or organizations to enter the illicit traffic or expand their activities.  As a result, large numbers of dealers can be incarcerated without shrinking volumes, or even greatly increasing prices.  While that problem is widely understood with respect to low-level dealers, it is likely to be equally true when it comes to incarcerating high-level dealers and breaking up their organizations.  The financial rewards for successful large-scale drug dealing are so high that even very severe penalties may not suffice to keep new market entrants from appearing.

Volume reduction: Persuasion

To some extent, potential users of illicit drugs – potential customers of dealing organizations – can be persuaded not to begin what may prove to be a disastrous habit.  Something is now known about the technology of persuasion, but almost entirely within the North American context.  It might be possible to design and implement a successful persuasion strategy for El Salvador, but that would depend on detailed knowledge, not now in hand, of the characteristics of drug users in El Salvador and the nature of the messages, and media for those messages, that would be most persuasive.  It cannot be assumed that any “anti-drug” message that pleases domestic or international funders will succeed in persuading those who are actually the targets of those messages.  The experience of the United States counsels against putting excessive faith in the capacity of those concerned about drug abuse to persuade those who might engage in it.

Less attention has been paid to efforts to persuade those who currently use large quantities of illicit drugs to stop doing so.  In the United States, such persuasion efforts have been highly successful with cigarette smokers.  Despite the powerful nature of nicotine addiction, about half of all those who were formerly heavy smokers (and who are still alive) have quit, largely as a result of thirty years of unrelenting anti-smoking communications efforts.  There is no reason to think that similar efforts could not be similarly successful with respect to the users of illicit drugs, though the fact that cigarette smoking is much more common than illicit drug use means that any given mass-media message will reach more smokers than it does illicit drug users.  Thus the cost per intended recipient will be higher for anti-illicit-drug commercials than for anti-cigarette commercials.

Volume reduction: Treatment

Some people with diagnosable substance abuse or dependency disorders can be induced to enter formal drug treatment.  Since the vast bulk of the volume in the illicit market goes to such individuals (as opposed to the larger number of casual, non-addicted users), and since they account for the preponderance of intoxicated crimes and crimes committed for money to buy drugs, drug treatment efforts can be highly effective as means to reduce drug-related violence.  Increasing the availability of treatment (for alcohol as well as the illicit drugs) to those who want it should form a central part of any anti-violence strategy.

However, the promise of treatment should not be overstated.  Treatment – and especially residential treatment – is very expensive, partly because in the most severe cases substance abuse disorder co-occurs with other psychiatric or somatic disorders and with various sorts of social dislocation, requiring a therapeutic approach that addresses more than substance-seeking behavior. Most of those who enter treatment (except for opiate maintenance) leave it relatively quickly, with only transient benefit.    And most of those suffering from substance abuse disorders, even if they would prefer to quit their habits, are not willing to enter treatment.  While expanding the supply of treatment is essential, so is increasing the demand for treatment. 

For those heavy users of illicit drugs whose criminal activity brings them under the jurisdiction of the criminal justice system, treatment demand can be expanded by requiring them to attend treatment as part of, or a substitute for, formal punishment for their offenses.  It is necessary to design such programs carefully, lest large numbers of persons without active substance abuse disorder be swept up in the process and ordered to attend treatment for illnesses they do not have.  (Merely being arrested in possession of some illicit drug is not sufficient to sustain a diagnosis of substance abuse or dependency.)  Where treatment is capacity-limited, it may not be optimal to displace those voluntarily seeking treatment in order to accommodate those ordered into treatment.  

Moreover, the mandate to undergo treatment has proven to be easier to issue than to enforce.  Unless ceasing to attend treatment brings with it swift and predictable negative consequences, many of those ordered into treatment will simply fail to do so. 

An alternative to coerced treatment is coerced abstinence:  requiring drug-involved offenders to cease their use of illicit substances, verifying their compliance with frequent drug testing, and subjecting those who continue to use to consistent but not severe sanctions, such as hours of community service or a day or two in confinement.  There are good theoretical reasons to believe that coerced abstinence would outperform coerced treatment, but the practical difficulties of mounting such programs have proven formidable.  Still, the experiment ought to be made.

Reducing the Violence-Intensity of Domestic Illicit Markets

Domestic illicit drug trafficking can be reduced in violence-intensity by enforcement efforts that create competitive disadvantage for high-violence-intensity organizations, incapacitate dealers with high personal propensities toward violence, and discourage those forms of drug-dealing most associated with violence.

The strategies of violence-minimizing enforcement differ sharply from strategies designed to raise prices and shrink volumes.  Instead of targeting the largest-volume dealers, or the dealers easiest to catch, enforcement agencies need to invest in data-gathering efforts to identify the most violence-prone organizations, individuals, and situations associated with drug trafficking, and expend the effort to target those organizations and individuals and break up those situations.  This approach will not maximize the amounts of illicit drugs seized or the numbers of arrests made, so enforcement agencies planning a violence- minimization approach need to negotiate in advance the outcomes for which they are to be held accountable.

Legislatures and judges can facilitate violence-minimizing drug law enforcement by designing sentencing systems based primarily on the conduct of drug dealers rather than proportioning sentences by formula to the volume of drugs involved in a case.  But in doing so they should recognize that they are increasing the workload on investigative agencies; volume is generally easier to prove than violence.

Long sentences for violent dealing has a double benefit:  in addition to incapacitating high-violence individuals, it also encourages the remaining drug dealers to leave their guns at home.

While all illicit transactions are covert in some sense, transactions vary enormously in flagrancy.   Some drug deals take place discreetly, in private, multi-use settings (the dealer’s home, for example) where no one but the participants perceives that dealing is going on, or by delivery to the purchaser following communication by telephone or pager.  Others are flagrant, occurring either in public places such as streetcorners or public parks or in “drug houses”:  indoor settings that are used exclusively, or almost exclusively, for dealing and which are therefore known to neighbors as drug locations.  

Flagrancy has the advantage, from the trafficker’s viewpoint, that it attracts customers who are strangers to the sellers.   But flagrant dealing tends to be much more violence-prone than discreet dealing, because a known drug location or a drug dealer standing out in public makes an attractive target for robbery.   

Mapping flagrant dealing locations, and mapping the violence that occurs around them, can allow enforcement agencies to focus their attention on dealing locations associated with violence.  If dealers know that violence near their places of business will result in unwelcome enforcement attention, they have an incentive to minimize the risk of gunplay.  Systematic enforcement pressure on open markets and “drug houses,” without comparable pressure on more discreet styles of dealing, can result in shifting the market as a whole in the direction of discretion, thus reducing the overall incidence of violence.

