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AXEL KLEIN

BETWEEN THE DEATH PENALTY AND
DECRIMINALIZATION: NEW DIRECTIONS FOR DRUG

CONTROL IN THE COMMONWEALTH CARIBBEAN

In the European imaginary, the Caribbean figures as an adult playground of
sun-kissed beaches, marine sports, and carnivalesque indulgence. Images of a
dreadlocked Bob Marley in a halo of marijuana smoke suggesting a relaxed
attitude towards the use of mind-altering substances, continue to pull large
numbers of visitors in pursuit of risqué pleasures. The association of the
Caribbean with drugs, and particularly with marijuana, is also popular in parts
of Africa (Klein 2001; Legget forthcoming). This is an interesting instance of
cultural cross-fertilization, all the more ironie as in the Afro-centric discourse
of spliff-toting Rastafarians, ganja is often presented as an African drug.

Like all clichés, the picture conjured of carefree islands in the sea, while
idealizing one aspect of Caribbean culture, ignores the prevailing ethos of
respectability and propriety held by vast sections of the population. Anthropo-
logists have characterized the divergent sets of values, which obtain in the re-
gion, as a dyad of respectability and reputation (Wilson 1973; Austin 1979;
Littlewood 1980). The drug culture, with its celebration of artistic creativity,
deviance from soeial propriety, and rejection of conventional work, falls well
into the sphere of reputation. On the operational level of distribution and pn>
duction, the drug economy fits neatly into an underground economy, which
has flourished in the region since the days of piracy.

Given that this brutal challenge to state formation at the outset, was fol-
lowed by the trauma of the violence-charged slave societies, plagued by the
fear of uprising and ferocious suppression, there is a widespread fear of dis-
order. A sizeable middle class, which first emerged on the fringes of the plan-
tation economy, has now taken control of the postcolonial state, and by con-
spicuous subscription to the values of diligence and sobriety sets itself apart
from the "worthless people." In spite of differences even among the English-
speaking countries, there remains a shared fear of disorder, a sense of fragile
political stability, and of an economy in jeopardy.

New West Indian Guide/Nieuwe West-Indische Gids vol. 75 no. 3 &4 (2001 j : 193-227

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:10PM
via free access



194 AXEL KLEIN

Since the opening of the Atlantic world, the Caribbean has depended heavi-
ly upon colonial masters, and more importantly in the latter half of the twenti-
eth century, the United States. Since the elaboration of the international control
regime for illicit drugs in the 1970s (Bentham 1998), degenerating respectively
into a crusade, and triggering large-scale violence in South American countries
bounding the Caribbean Sea, drug control has become one of the most polar-
izing and most dynamic political issues across the region.

Viewed over the period beginning from the early 1980s to the present, the
public attitudes and political stances on drug control have traveled along an
interesting trajectory. A marginal issue, of mainly external concern, that
sparked a sudden sense of crisis, jumped to the political center stage, and
evinced dramatic political responses. The policies that emerged produced
outcomes which were so unexpected, unintended, and possibly counterpro-
ductive to the original intentions, that policymakers were pushed by the wider
community to rethink their position. Over the past year a series of new initia-
tives have been launched in different countries, which mark a shift in the drug
control paradigm. The article below seeks to plot the course of drug control
and to account for the changes in public attitudes.

ORIGINS OF DRUG CONTROL

It was only in the mid-twentieth century that a standardized drugs policy was to
take effect throughout the British Empire. Until then regional differences, gov-
erned in part by cultural proclivity, but mostly by concerns for revenue and the
perceived threat to public order were the norm. In some of the Far Eastern pos-
session, such as Singapore and Hong Kong, opium dens were licensed, and a
mainstay of colonial finance (Brooks 2000). In India, the Opium Commission
of 1890 had established that the use of opium was neither epidemie, nor so
socially deleterious as to merit control. Moreover, for the better part of the nine-
teenth century it provided the most lucrative cash erop in the empire. The reve-
nue imperative was also at work in Western Africa's wealthiest and most popu-
lous possession, Nigeria, a colonial bulwark against the slave trade, financed
for the first thirty years almost entirely by alcohol and tobacco tariffs. Yet fur-
ther south on the continent, where settlers had taken possession of land and the
moral high ground, alcohol was reserved for whites only, Africans being
thought as too excitable. An early example perhaps, of hiding a keen social and
economie injustice behind the supposed impact of an intoxicating agent.1

1. Pan 1990; Heap 1999; Klein 1999. Note also the international conferences on the
alcohol trade in Brussels in 1890. It seems that the more relentless the European exploita-
tion of Africa, the harder the attempts to dress intervention in the garb of humanitarianism.
The abstinence movement, closely allied to the churches, thus doubled up as engine and
alibi of colonialism.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:10PM
via free access



NEW DIRECTIONS FOR DRUG CONTROL IN THE COMMONWEALTH CARIBBEAN 195

In the British West Indies, however, a liberal regime in all matters of the
alcoholic spirit had prevailed for centuries. This owed something perhaps to
the dominant planter-class penchant for strong liqueur, and the difficulties of
the reformist churches in gaining a foothold. An attempt to control the alcohol
uss among the "excitable" classes, read politically disenfranchised, was
impossible to uphold since rum production was one of the main export indus-
tries. Besides, if alcohol heightened aggression it also dulled the mind.
Moreover, the economie foundation was built on stimulants, as the Caribbean
was serving as "sugar bowl, tobacco pouch, coffee shop, and rum supplier of
the world" (Mintz 1985:130).

Equally cannabis or ganja, the drug of choice of the East Indian popula-
tion, imported in seed form and cultivated in Guyana, Trinidad, and Jamaica
from the mid-nineteenth century, was tolerated. In Port of Spain cannabis
could be purchased in shops. With the 1937 Dangerous Drugs Ordinance, the
ban on ganja came in force throughout the British West Indies. From then on
a steady trickle of drug law offenders was brought before the courts and the
psychiatrie hospitals. Legal sanctions have interwoven with social attitudes
towards different mind-altering substances, which vary between classes and
ethnic groups. In the small Trinidadian community of Pinnacle in the late
1970s, "both rum and ganja are together to the respectable ideal ... both
defined as vices, ganja always, rum in excess" (Littlewood 1988:143).

Over the last few years that trickle has turned into a torrent, placing a seri-
ous burden on each country's criminal justice system, and straining relations
between police and community, and the populace and the elite. The issue con-
jures deep seated fears of social chaos and external domination. There is little
doubt, however, that the drug control agenda is driven externally. According to
the head of the Trinidadian National Drugs Council, "if it wasn't for foreign
pressure we would not worry about ganja, and give up on the addict." For bet-
ter or for worse, this pressure cannot be discounted. The challenge for mini- and
microstates lies in positioning themselves strategically, heading off domestic
discontent while meeting international obligations.

The most obvious and dramatic recent development has been the publica-
tion of the findings of the Jamaican Ganja Commission, and its recommen-
dations to decriminalize cannabis use.2 Fully aware of the explosive nature of
this démarche in foreign policy terms, the commission is careful to distin-
guish between different categories of drugs as well as drug use, repeatedly
stating the authors' awareness of the adverse consequences of cannabis use. It
links the proposal with the condition of vigorous demand reduction activities,
and finally exhorts the government to elicit support from CARICOM partners

2. A Report of the National Commission on Ganja to Rt. Hon. P.J. Patterson, Q.C.,
M.P., Prime Minister of Jamaica, August 7, 2001; www.userl.netcarrier.com/~aahpat.
ganja.htm.
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196 AXEL KLEIN

and other countries "in particular members of the European Union." Indeed,
European, and particular Dutch policies are cited repeatedly as models for
Jamaican policy. The question is how such a delicate balancing act can be
achieved, particularly in times when U.S. demands are ever more stridently
asserted.

U.S. PRESSURE

Following the declaration of the war on drugs in the late 1960s, and the
founding of the Drugs Enforcement Agency (DEA) by the Nixon administra-
tion in 1973, the Caribbean region came under scrutiny of U.S. drug law
enforcement agencies because of the extensive production of cannabis.
Working in conjunction with national security forces, the U.S. military con-
ducted "Operation Buccaneer," its first eradication exercise in Jamaica in
1974. These exercises have since spread across the entire region and continue
until the present. In Belize, once the world's fourth largest cannabis producer,
U.S. forces using aerial fumigation succeeded in curtailing production from
645 tons in 1985 to 180 tons in 1988 (Maingot 1995). Even though produc-
tion was creeping up once again in the late 1990s, with 270,134 plants
destroyed in 1999 - up from 12,777 in 1994 - Belize no longer figures as a
major cannabis supplier to the United States (UNDCP 2000b). Indeed, law
enforcement officials themselves believe that "Belize may be near the maxi-
mum achievable level of marijuana suppression" (Griffith 1993:245).

These success stories could not be repeated elsewhere, especially as most
national governments refused to allow the aerial spraying of cannabis fields.
Eradication by hand in Jamaica, Guyana, Dominica, Trinidad and Tobago,
and most significantly in recent years, in St. Vincent, have impacted on pro-
duction. But the loss has been met by new cultivation techniques, such as
intercropping cannabis with licit crops, and moving into ever more inacces-
sible bush. National and international agencies operating across the region,
however, have improved their intelligence network. At the 1999 "Operation
Weedeater in St. Vincent" DEA agents and Regional Security System (RSS)3

troops landed on top of the ganja fields, arresting thirteen farmers right on
their plots, and killing one.4 While the five million plants destroyed were a
remarkable increase on the 995,928 figures for the previous exercise,5 most
farmers were back in production within weeks. This cat-and-mouse game

3. The RSS is a military alliance set up in 1982 by Antigua-Barbuda, Barbados,
Dominica, St. Lucia, and St. Vincent and the Grenadines. St. Kitts-Nevis and Grenada
joined in 1984 and 1985 respectively.
4. San José Mercury News, February 6, 2000.
5. Financial Times, December 23, 1998.
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NEW DIRECTIONS FOR DRUG CONTROL IN THE COMMONWEALTH CARIBBEAN 197

seems set to continue, providing the armed forces with an invaluable training
opportunity, while stabilizing regional ganja prices. Regional governments,
however, have to face the political fallout of these deeply controversial oper-
ations, sparking widespread protests in Kingstown in 2000, which contributed
to the downfall of the government of James Mitchell.

More critical still to the economie well-being of Caribbean states, have
been the measures taken by the U.S. Customs Service against exporters and
transporters involved in drug trafïïcking. Vessels carrying drugs are either
seized or subjected to fines of US$.1,000 per ounce of cocaine, and US$ 500
per ounce of marijuana. Applied to airlines, this can have devastating effect.
State-owned Air Jamaica accumulated fines of USS 37 million between 1989-
91 for illegal drugs found on its planes in the United States. In 1992 the
Guyanese Airways Corporation was fined over USS 1 million for a seven-
teen-pound cocaine seizure found in an unaddressed mailbag (Griffith
2000:22).

Drug consignments hidden between Heit exports, such as apparel or agri-
cultural exports, have also dealt a severe blow to the formal sector. Shippers
such as the Evergreen Line, had to be dissuaded from pulling out of Jamaica
in 1986, after the marijuana consignments were found in three containers,
while literally hundreds of shipping agents have had their registration can-
celled (Khan-Melnyk 1995).

The economie blows against Caribbean companies were accompanied by
growing pressure on governments to intensify measures against drug traf-
ficking. Under the Reagan and Bush administrations, the U.S. interests were
vigorously asserted, in mainly bilateral dealings with frequently reluctant
partners. As the war on drugs turned into a crusade, with increasing empha-
sis on cocaine and heroin, the role of the Caribbean as a major transit route
came sharply into focus. According to the U.S. State Department, regional
governments were dragging their feet in the fight. The demanded measures
included: introduction of the appropriate legislation to penalize drug traffick-
ing and money laundering; extradition treaties with the United States; access
to territorial waters when pursuing suspected smugglers; beefed-up security
services. The emerging concept was of "shared sovereignty," phased in as a
"voluntary, beneficial erosion of sovereignty" just short of "full colonial sta-
tus."6

Additional pressure to conform to the U.S. led anti-narcotic crusade was
exerted on the region by the "certifïcation" process run annually by the U.S.
State Department. The efforts of each country in the field of drug control are
evaluated in the International Narcotics Control Strategy Report (INCSR).
When a country is found wanting, as for instance Colombia in 1996 and 1997,

6. Elliott Abrams, Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affaire during the
Reagan administration, quoted in Munroe 2000.

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:15:10PM
via free access



198 AXEL KLEIN

penalties are applied, ranging from loss of U.S. foreign aid, to higher tariff
barriers on export goods, and the suspension of assistance packages by the
international financial institutions, where the United States is a major share
holden7

THE VULNERABILITY OF THE CARIBBEAN

While international pressure was mounting in the 1980s, governments and
elites within the Caribbean were also becoming worried about the impact the
drugs economy was having on the social fabric and political structure. Across
the Anglophone Caribbean, the 1980s were a decade marked by International
Monetary Fund (IMF) imposed structural adjustment (SAP) programs, eco-
nomie stagnation, and a fall in service delivery. Unable to meet the expecta-
tions for social services and infrastructure, the prestige of the state began to
suffer, as people sought recourse elsewhere.

The private sector, though expanding vigorously in some countries and
sectors, did not match wealth creation with social equity. Employment in such
expanding sectors like information technology, textiles, and tourism, has
mainly been to the benefit of applicants with educational qualifications.
Marginalization has become a self-perpetuating phenomenon for residents of
deprived urban neighborhoods, such as Tivoli Gardens in Kingston, Laven-
tille in Port of Spain, or Tiger Bay in Georgetown. With run-down schools
delivering inadequate education and skill training for the job market, area
stigma mitigating the likelihood of finding employment, and high ancillary
costs due poor service provision, many people are locked out from employ-
ment in the licit economy. Women have proven to be far better adapted to the
demands of this new economy. Female participation in the labor force has
risen dramatically in the economically most successful countries.

Table 1. Female Participation

Barbados
Trinidad and Tobago
Jamaica

in the Labor Force in %
1980
47.7
26.6
42

1995
62.7
44.9
61.8

Source: Barbados Ministry of Labour; adapted from Freeman 2000.

7. This mechanism originated in a motion by U.S. Congressman Charles Rangel,
chairman Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control, concerned over the devas-
tating spread of crack cocaïne in black urban neighborhoods. Since then, it has become a
potent foreign policy instrument, much resented throughout the hemisphere.
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One of the consequences of this economie growth differential has been wi-
dening social inequality, fueling tension across society. Carla Freeman (2000:
22) captures the impact of female mobility on gender relations with an
episode outside a data processing company in Bridgetown, Barbados. As a
well-dressed young woman joins the bus queue, her former boyfriend jumps
out from the shade of a breadfruit tree, shouting loud for all to hear "You see
she? Don't mind she dress so. When Friday come, she only carryin' home
ninety-eight dollars." A sharp reminder that in spite of the elegant appearance,
the lady is a "village girl with a factory wage."

In Kingston the abuse heaped by out-of-school boys on "bookish girls,
seeking social mobility and respect through conventional routes," is cruder,
and on occasions accompanied by stones (Ankomah et al. 1999:75). A large
number of young men, who for structural and voluntary reasons have dropped
out of the labor force, look toward the government to cushion the fall. In the
face of falling tax revenues and rising demands, however, the state is in no
position to provide welfare payments or work creation schemes. At the same
time opportunities beckon in the underground, informal and criminal
economies, positioning first the individual, and eventually entire communities
at odds with the law and the state. The result has left "democratie governance
in the Commonwealth Caribbean ... in malaise and very probably in a process
of decay" (Griffith & Munroe 1995:367).

The so-called garrison communities of Kingston most explosively demon-
strate this process. Here, neighborhood gangs first called into being to man
party political bulwarks, in return for benefits, have spun out of the orbit of
their political masters. The symbiotic relationship remains sufficiently vibrant
to provide criminals with protection and frustrate law enforcement. As the
pendulum shifts from the formal to the informal economy, while state decline
continues, underground activities, and with it the skills, mores, and institutions
that constitute them will flourish. Criminality becomes deeper embedded in
the community, widening the disjuncture between informal, endogenous con-
trols, and the assertion of external rule and state authority. A "widening gap
between legal and social definitions of crime" produces a growing class of
malcontents living outside the state and beyond the law (Harriott 2000:23).

Moreover, investigations into some of the police forces of the region
(Dowd 1991) suggest that the police are deeply implicated in criminal activ-
ity. "Corruption in the Jamaican Constabulary Force rapidly progressed (after
1977) and became not institutionalised but highly organised" (Harriott
2000:61). The most lucrative sector emerging in the 1980s was the tranship-
ment of cocaine to North America and Europe. Trafficking organizations
began recruiting significant numbers of people in areas blighted by structur-
al unemployment. The signifïcance of the drug economy increased even fur-
ther with the development of a local market for crack cocaine. Within a rela-
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tively short space of time drug traffickers developed considerable constituen-
cies of followers and dependents.

It was this perceived challenge to state authority, which first galvanized
CARICOM heads of state into developing a regional program for the control
of drug trafficking in 1987. Sandwiched between booming North American
and European demand for drugs and relentless South American production,
the Caribbean govemments saw themselves dangerously exposed to eco-
nomie, political, and technological processes it had could not hope to control.
The resources of the criminal organizations were feared to be such as to
enable them to outgun and outpay Caribbean states. "A handful of well-
armed soldiers, or mercenaries, could make a lightning trip to a country,
wreak destruction, and fly out again before a defense could be mounted by
states friendly to the small island" (Sanders 1990:84).

Externally controlled criminal activity was seen as rising from the margins
threatening to engulf the body politie: "In a real sense the twenty-first centu-
ry with all its potential for human benefit, because of rapid technological
advances, can either be one where we continue to progress, or one in which
anarchy takes over as the criminal cartels seek to dominate the global politi-
cal economy."8 Aware of the capacity constraints of small states, Michael
Manley together with A.N.R. Robinson, the prime minister of Trinidad and
Tobago, submitted a proposal to the United Nations for a multilateral strike
force to deal with interdiction of drug flows. It signaled willingness on behalf
of Caribbean govemments to cooperate with international partners on drug
control.

THE WITHDRAWAL OF EXTERNAL PARTNERS

The threat by non-state actors to the small polities in the region coincided
with a withdrawal by traditional partners, principally the United States and
the former colonial European powers. In the late 1980s the collapse of the
Eastem bloc removed the last vestige of a strategie threat posed by Cuba
(Cope 1998:73) thereby significantly debasing the coinage of the Caribbean
"arch of democracy." Symbolically, the U.S. embassies in Grenada and
Antigua-Barbuda were due to close in 1994, to release resources for Eastern
Europe and the former Soviet Union.9

U.S. counter narcotic measures also refocused from interdiction along the
major transit routes in the Caribbean basin and Mexico, to erop eradication in

8. Michael Manley, The Drugs Menace, address at the opening of the Inter-Ministe-
rial Conference on Drugs, Kingston, Jamaica, October 2, 1989.
9. In the event, the Black Caucus in the U.S. Congress forestalled the closures fol-
lowing protests.
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NEW DIRECTIONS FOR DRUG CONTROL IN THE COMMONWEALTH CARIBBEAN 201

the Andean countries, culminating in current support for Plan Colombia.
Economically the region had to sustain further blows from the conclusion of
the North American Free Trade Agreement between the United States,
Canada, and Mexico.

A corollary of the reorientation of U.S. foreign policy concerns was a vig-
orous push for the abolition of protective tariffs that had hitherto guaranteed
high prices for Caribbean agricultural exports to the European Union. As
Clissold (1998:11) points out, Europe too was "increasingly preoccupied with
the former Eastern block, non-member Mediterranean countries, Latin
America and Asia." Moreover, the privileges granted to Caribbean banana
growers set the European Union on collision course with the United States.
Under pressure from the World Trade Organization, the United Kingdom and
France withdrew their commitment to Caribbean bananas, and agreed to a
gradual recognition of tariffs on so-called dollar bananas, and an open market
by 2002. A range of other Caribbean products such as sugar and rum are
equally affected by these agreements. The result of these developments has
been a "Caribbean sense of abandonment by both partners, but also signifi-
cant European-U.S. tensions" (Clissold 1998:11).

Marginalized by the partner countries in the hemisphere, and neglected by
former colonial powers, Caribbean states feit extremely vulnerable in the face
of creeping, drug-based criminality. The prevailing fears of the time are
encapsulated by the much-quoted findings of the West India Commission
(1992:43):

Nothing poses greater threats to civil society in CARICOM countries than
the drug problem; and nothing exemplifies the powerlessness of regional
governments more. That is the magnitude of the danger of drug abuse and
drug trafficking hold for our community. It is a many-layered danger. At
base is the human destruction implicit in drug addiction; but implicit also is
the corruption of individuals and systems by the sheer enormity of the
inducements of the illegal drug trade in poor countries. On top of this lie the
implications for governance itself - at the hands of both external agencies
engaged in international interdiction, and the drug barons themselves - the
dons of the modern Caribbean - who threaten governance from within.

T H E E V E N T S IN S T . K I T T S

In 1994 the conceptual threats to island security became reality in St. Kitts
and Nevis, population 40,000. Within the space of two years the island was
cast into turmoil by the activities of a single man, Charles "Little Nut" Miller.
Deported by the United States, and a fugitive from a Jamaican gaol, Miller
returned to his native St. Kitts in 1993 after a chequered career in Jamaica and
the United States. Employing the tricks of trade he had learned as a member
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of the Kingston "Shower posse,"10 Miller overwhelmed the Kittian security
forces with an orgy of violence and intimidation. Within a year, the island's
murder rate shot up from zero to eleven, including among its victims the head
of the Special Branch investigating his case, and the sons of the deputy prime
minister. Upon arrest, Miller instigated a riot at the prison where he was held
that led to a mass escape and a rampage through the capital, Basseterre. Only
the intervention of troops from the Regional Security Service could restore
order. In the aftermath, Miller bought political influence by bankrolling the
Labour Party, which merged victorious in the 1994 elections after seventeen
years in opposition.

One of the last acts of the outgoing prime minister was to appeal for
British assistance in filling the vacant post of police commissioner. The serv-
ing chief officer of the Thames Valley police was seconded, and could even-
tually secure Miller's arrest and extradition to the United States in 2000.

FORMULATING A RESPONSE

Caught between an overbearing hegemon and an insidious internal threat,
English-speaking Caribbean governments have therefore been looking to one
another for support. The first regional undertaking to tackle drugs collectively
was given by the Member States at the 1987 meeting of CARICOM heads of
government with a commitment to "control the traffic and abuse in drugs" at
the regional level, and in addition to national efforts (Munroe 2000:192).
While their theoretical willingness was severely hampered by lack of techni-
cal expertise and financial means, they could look toward two organizations
for support. The older one is the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Com-
mission (CICAD) founded in 1986 and headquartered in Washington DC. It
provides technical advice in all aspects of drug control, and has recently
begun coordinating the Mutual Evaluation Mechanism, an instrument
designed to eventually supersede the unilateral U.S. certification exercise.
With only a handful of countries actively participating in CICAD, the
Caribbean region is yet to take full advantage of this hemispheric organiza-
tion. Dominated by its Latin American membership on the one hand, and the
United States on the other, Caribbean concerns are often neglected.

Partly as a result of such regional politicking, the most important multi-
lateral organization in the drugs field has been the United Nations Inter-
national Drug Control Program (UNDCP), established in 1991. It inherited
regional offices in Barbados from its predecessor, the United Nations Fund

10. So named after their preference for shot guns for "showering" their victims.
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for Drug Abuse Control (UNFDAC),11 and coming out of the 1990 UN
General Assembly Special Session a mandate to address all aspects of drug
control. The Caribbean office has a brief to cover twenty-nine countries and
territories, including sixteen independent states, six British dependencies, and
two autonomous states of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, three French
departments d'outre-mer, and two U.S. administered territories. In the first
few years, the office saw its role as a center of expertise and a provider of pol-
icy advice, with a set of blueprints and off-the-shelf instruments for policies.
Acting as a conduit for funds from external donors, it also began taking on a
project management role.

In 1996, however, the program of the regional office was substantially
expanded with the Barbados Plan of Action. As most countries in the region
(including Cuba), and major overseas partners signed up to a drug control
strategy with eighty-seven recommended items, the Caribbean drug control
Coordination Mechanism (CCM) for the program was located at the UNDCP
office in Barbados. This secured one of the Caribbean policy aims, in placing
drug control on a multilateral, rather than a bilateral platform, elevated the
status of the UNDCP into that of the key regional drug control player, and
opened new sources of funding.

THE EUROPEAN INVOLVEMENT AND THE LAUNCH OF THE

CARIBBEAN DRUGS ÏNITIATIVE

The idea for a regional ïnitiative involving external partners had first been
proposed by the Barbadian Prime Minister Owen Arthur in 1995 during talks
with his British counterpart, John Major. The British government12 orches-
trated its policy with French President Jaques Chirac, to launch an initiative at
the European Council in Madrid, in December 1995.

The bilateral British-Barbadian remarche developed into an international
issue, with serious ramifications for several of the players involved. Agreed at
the European Council, international drug control came onto the agenda of the
European Commission. It marked a serious point of departure for the Com-
mission, which had to accommodate its intervention within the framework of
international development treaties, defined by the Lomé convention. The out-

11. UNFDAC was merged with the Division of Narcotic Drugs and the International
Narcotics Control Board, though the later maintains an independent existence within the
wider UNDCP.
12. Owing to the wide publicity surrounding the death of a British teenager from an
XTC tablet, the British government was eager to be seen to be acting against drugs. The
Caribbean request provided an opportunity for pursuing domestic policy at an interna-
tional level.
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come was eventually codified in the Council Regulation on north-south coop-
eration in the campaign against drugs and drug addiction.13 A budget line was
opened, and a department established in the Directorate General VIII (now
Directorate for Development), which undertook programs in West Africa,
Southern Africa, and Latin America. At the heart of the new policy field, how-
ever, was the Caribbean Drugs Initiative, launched with some fanfare in May
1996. Not only was the European Union entering a new policy field, it also
emerged as the main donor in the Caribbean project, with a budget of € 25
million.

At the European Commission this move was swept up in a passionate
debate, in which Pinheiro, the Portuguese commissioner for development
remained opposed, while the Swedish commissioner Radin strongly support-
ed further involvement. While the 1997 Council Regulation did expand the
brief it also stipulated that the bulk of such work should fall into the areas of
institution building, demand reduction, alternative development, and infor-
mation garnering. At the same time there was a strong lobby to further expand
activities in the foreign policy and security field, so-called second pillar sub-
jects.14 Drug control, it was realized, allowed the European Commission to
take on an international profile in an area where the least opposition from
member state interests could be expected. The drugs unit in the Directorate
General VIII began to move into uncharted territory by becoming involved
with issues such as maritime cooperation, law enforcement training, and intel-
ligence sharing. Little remained of former policy areas of European interest,
such as social development, education and capacity building, and poverty
alleviation.

Within the European Union drug control had been a policy issue since the
adoption in Rome of the first European Plan to Combat Drugs in 1990. Most
of the resulting activities, however, were either undertaken by government
departments of the member states, or sourced out to independent institutions,
such as the European Monitoring Centre on Drugs and Drug Addiction
(EMCDDA). Within the Commission there was neither the capacity nor the
requisite expertise to oversee a drug control program. The desk officer res-
ponsible for the drugs briefin Brussels therefore recruited the project man-
agers from the one organization which did have a claim to excellence and a
track record in the region: the UNDCP. Once installed in the newly opened
European Commission Drug Control Office, the Technical Advisor on drugs
used his discretion to subcontract six out of ten budget line supported inter-
ventions to former colleagues at the UNDCP.

13. Council Regulation No 2046/97, Official Journal of the European Communities, L
287/1.
14. The work of the European Union is divided into three pillars: conventionally com-
mission business has been confined to agriculture and trade; foreign policy and security;
and justice and home affairs.
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FRAMING DRUG CONTROL IN THE CARIBBEAN

Between 1996 and 1999, the multilateral partnership financed and generated
an unprecedented level of activity in the Caribbean drugs field. The scène was
set by interlocking international treaties committing signatories to the ban of
scheduled psychotropic substances, and the imposition of penalties for trans-
gressions. Most CARICOM member states have subscribed to this regulatory
framework, fashioned by the UN treaties.

Table 2. United Nations Conventions on Drugs and Commonwealth; Caribbean
Adherence*
Country UN Single Convention

on Narcotic Drugs, 1961

Antigua x
Bahamas x
Barbados x
Belize
Dominica x
Grenada
Guyana
Jamaica x
St. Kitts
St. Lucia x
St. Vincent
Trinidad x

UN Convention
on Psychotropic
Substances, 1971

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

UN Convention against
Illicit Traffïc in Narcotic

Drugs &Psychotropic
Substances, 1988

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Source: adapted from Jefferson O'Brien Cumberbatch, The UWI/UNDCP Drug Control
Legal Training Program: Legislation Compilation Consultancy Report, Barbados 1994.

The strategie instruments for implementing these political commitments were
developed in the regional accords drawn up in the mid 1990s. The cluster of
Caribbean states and their North American and European partners signed four
separate agreements:

(i) Barbados Plan of Action, Bridgetown May 1996; EU sponsored,
UNDCP organized agreement between region and partners with eighty-
seven recommendations on drug control.

(ii) Partnership for Prosperity and Security in the Caribbean, Bridgetown
May 1997; Treaty between fifteen U.S. and fifteen Caribbean states on

. a range of economie and security issues. Section 2.3 covers drug control.
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(iii) Santo Domingo Declaration December 1998, to further implementation
of the Barbados Plan of Action.

(iv) Hemispheric Plan of Action, by the Organization of American States, 1996.

The external partners who motored these agreements through were also will-
ing to make resources available. The European Commission emerged as the
main donor, with € 25 million from the Budget Line, and an additional € 10
million designated for drug demand reduction programs from the existing
National Indicative Programmes (NIP).15 European governments with inter-
ests in the region - the United Kingdom, France, the Netherlands, and Spain
- as well as the United States and Canada have also been providing consid-
erable resources to drug control activities. While much bilateral assistance
was transferred between counterpart agencies, for instance from the U.S.
Customs to Caribbean customs agencies, the main assistance management
agencies were the UNDCP and to a lesser degree CICAD.

In the aftermath of the 1996 Bridgetown conference, UNDCP officials
traveled the region to assist with two main projects: the setting up of National
Drug Councils (recommendation no. 2) and the formulation of a Masterplan
(recommendation 2b). These measures have provided the foundation for fur-
ther engagement, and have created interlocutors for UN and other drug con-
trol officials to engage with. Regional interests secured the creation of a so-
called Regional Coordination Mechanism, in principle a drug desk, at the
CARICOM office in Georgetown. lts functions were on the one hand to give
the drug control activities the appearance of a partnership, while allowing
CARICOM to keep some tabs on the UNDCP.

Caribbean interests were more closely involved in the network of regional
organizations working in different areas of drug control that have come into
being since 1996. It was on the basis of joint training, information sharing,
and regular consultation that Caribbean law enforcement agencies and their
governments have been able to change the balance between the state and non-
state challengers.

STEPPING UP THE WAR ON DRUGS

Most visible efforts went into the enhancement of law enforcement capabil-
ity. Regional coordination was supported with the creation of the Association
of Caribbean Commissioners of Police (ACCP) in Barbados, the Regional

15. NIPs comprise funds already allocated to the recipiënt country, and treated as
"theirs." Interference over spending plans by Brussels has not been appreciated in the
region. The dedication of 10 percent of NIPs for demand reduction activities also met
with the resentment from desk offices and regional delegations.
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Drug Training Centre (REDTRAC) in Jamaica, the Caribbean Customs Law
Enforcement Council (CCLEC) in St. Lucia (founded in 1977 with a mem-
bership of thirty-four countries and territories, and it has taken a significant
role in drug control), and the Caribbean Financial Action Task Force (CFATF)
in Trinidad. The EU supported Project Maritime Office (PMO) has begun
rolling out Joint Intelligence Headquarters (JIHQ) in several countries. Taken
from a Trinidadian model, these JIHQs serve as intelligence sharing posts for
all law enforcement services. One important function has been to enhance the
efficiency of each service, through cooperation and exchange. The unspoken
gain has been to establish a sense of peer^eview, clamping down on rogue
units in any of the services.

The gains of interservice cooperation have become manifest in a number
of regional exercises. One of the most dramatic so far has been operation
"Summer Storm" in 1997, executed under the auspices of the ACCP in which
twenty-five countries across the region and beyond participated, leading to
828 arrests, as well as the seizure of 57 kilograms of cocaine. The most
important achievement, however, was the coordination and cooperation
(Beardsworth 2000). Law enforcement agencies across the region were put-
ting their power on display.

At the national level too, govemments have been taking decisive action
against drug traffickers. In the wake of the various international accords,
Caribbean govemments have been reviewing domestic drug control laws to
ensure the strengthening of penal codes regulating the production, distribu-
tion, and possession of drugs and precursors. Stiff regulations on money laun-
dering have followed in their wake. The investigatory powers of the police
and other agencies have been strengthened, and the capacity of the services
enhanced. The results were dramatic, and often draconian. Having acceded to
the UN 1988 Convention, the Guyanese govemment introduced legislation
that left magistrates no altematives to custodial sentences for any drug relat-
ed offence. As provisions for bail were also removed, scores of first-time drug
offenders spend up to five years in jail for possession offenses.

Providing govemments with model legislation was one of the key roles of
the UNDCP, financed generously by EU grants. Tapping into fresh European
funds, it put on workshops for senior judges from across the region at a lux-
ury resort in Barbados. Much celebrated by participants enjoying the oppor-
tunity to meet their counterparts, "persons who participated in the activities of
the project by and large benefited in some way form the experience" (Penn
2000).16 Having introduced model legislation and trained the judges, the

16. Thus the evaluator. The project budget of € 1.5 million was spent largely on travel
and catering for participants. Most of these were high ranking members of the Caribbean
justice system. The money came out of EU development funds, at a time when poverty alle-
viation was gaining prominence in development debates.
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organization then checked on countries' compliance with its legal obligations.
Officers from the Caribbean drug control Coordination Mechanism, accom-
panied by a regional representative from the Regional Coordinating Mecha-
nism, visited each Caribbean states to report on drug issues. The reports were
then published and distributed among the donor community.17

The government of Trinidad and Tobago, however, took the most drastic
counter narcotie measures. Prime Minister Basdeo Panday came into office in
1995 largely on an anti-drug platform. The country was close to a moral panic
as a result of the widely reported atrocities carried out by a notorious traf-
ficker, Dole Chadee. In one of the most spectacular cases of asset forfeiture
expansive land holdings were confiscated, and have just been turned into the
Pitparo treatment and rehabilitation center. More controversial still, has been
the decision by the Attorney General Ramesh Lawrence Maraj to have
Chadee and seven of his henchmen executed. He thereby over rode the rul-
ings of the Privy Council, compromised his own professional credentials
(while in opposition he had acted as Chadee's defense lawyer), and contra-
dicted some of his own moral tenets. Before assuming political office, Maraj
had been the head of the Trinidad branch of Amnesty International.

The death penalty was applied because of Chadee's involvement in seve-
ral drug related killings. It has also asserted the power of the state over even
very wealthy and well-connected criminal organizations. It clearly underlines
the point that criminal organizations are no longer in a position to take on
Caribbean governments openly. If further proof was needed, the July 2001dis-
rurbances in Kingston have shown that while parts of the city may be beyond
the law, the rule of the dons is confined to these no-go areas. As a result of
these combined measures, governments no longer feel exposed to political
dangers posed by the cartels. Nor does the regional elite worry about sliding
into an abyss of lawlessness and drug-crazed anarchy.

FALLOUT FROM DRUG CONTROL MEASURES

While these war aims have been reached, the Caribbean war on drugs has also
had a number of unintended and unforeseen consequences. There is wide-
spread resentment in the region over the allocation of law enforcement
resources. To a large extent, policing activity focuses on cutting supply routes
to the North American and European markets. In Jamaica, for example, 90
percent of customs inspections check on outgoing cargo. According to an offi-
cial in the Ministry for National Security, "We need strong measures to stop
ganja exports and to avoid fines." Police resources are allocated to protect

17. Available frorn the website www.uncm.org.
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commercial interests, threatened by U.S. sanctions, not to keep Jamaica
cocaine free.

Stretching from the South American mainland to the Florida coast the
Caribbean island states form a natural arch for the transport of cocaine con-
signments. Traffickers employ light planes and fast boats to cross the open
water, often hopping from island to island until within reach of the destina-
tion. They can enter and transit territories from hundreds of different direc-
tions. In addition, the long standing ties with colonial powers, and remaining
territorial possessions, have interwoven the Caribbean with international
transport networks. This vulnerability to trafficking has led to a steady supply
of cocaine into the region. While the bulk is destined for export, a growing
quantity stays on the local market. The price differential between the Orinoco
Valley and Trinidad is sufficient to encourage a stream of Venezuelan inde-
pendents to run the gamut of patrol vessels and hostile competitors on spec
and maintain a ready supply of high-quality cocaine. According to the direc-
tor of the drug crime task force in Trinidad, the price differentials for a kilo-
gram of cocaine are dramatic.

Table 3. Cocaine Prices per Kilogram across the Caribbean
Colombia
Venezuela
Trinidad
Florida

US$

uss
us$
uss

100
2,000
5,000

30,000

At the local level too, there is much dismay over misplaced priorities. One
informant in St. Lucia complained about ringing the police when his house
was about to be burgled. He was lucky when the police arrived — the next day.
Yet only the previous week one of his neighbors had rung in to complain
about drug dealing on the street, and found that offïcers were responding
within halfan hour. Simple, according to the narrator, they would beat up the
dealer, steal the drugs, and keep the money.

The emphasis on export control in all CARICOM countries is, according
to one Guyanese minister, part of a deliberate policy of diversion, with the
northern countries calculating that each kilo of cocaine that remains in the
region is one less to come to their shores. This sentiment is shared by some
senior police offïcers, who point to the sudden development of the local mar-
ket. While it is acknowledged that trafficking methods, and the payment of
local operatives in kind rather than in cash, are largely responsible for the
"spill-over," the conspiracy theorists remain alert.

The head of an NGO in Dominica, for example, remembers how cocaine
only became widely available on the island after the marijuana eradication in
1997. While smokers were unable to find ganja, crack was suddenly available
everywhere and cheap. This story was echoed in St. Vincent, Jamaica, and
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Barbados. And according to one writer, the cocaine trade is a strategy at "de-
stroying the African race in Trinidad via the spranger's18 pipe and the 9mm
baretta" (Figueira 1997:81). The wide availability of crack cocaine in cities like
Port of Spain and Kingston is evident across the region. Crack houses operate a
short walk from the heart of Nassau while some of the beach boys provide a
delivery service on Barbados' west coast. In the inner city of Port of Spain,
neighborhood crack blocks are closely organized. Scouts with mobile phones
guard the entrance of the block. The cliënt drops the money with one member
of the unit, who sends a runner to retrieve the drugs from a secret store, and
picks it up from another member further along. Money and drugs must be kept
separate at all times. Strongmen with arms provide the necessary protection.

Well-organized drug distribution is therefore highly visible across many
countries of the region. While the political threat has been contained, crack
cocaine with its attendant dangers is becoming ever more available. Even in
orderly Barbados, a Rapid Assessment Study found that in Bridgetown com-
munities "cocaine was seen as causing or triggering violence and aggressive-
ness in the community, not directly as a consequence in the user, and indi-
rectly because of violence associated with the cocaine marker" (Rehm &
Holder 1998:43).

The general sentiments of many law enforcement officers across the re-
gion were expressed by one high ranking officer in the Trinidadian defense
force: "This is a war we cannot win, and yet cannot afford not to fight." The
question is whether spotter planes and patrol boats are the right way of going
about it. Citing the ready provision of materiel by particularly the United
States,19 as over supply, he went on to develop an argument that the war
against drugs was not won on the supply front, but on the demand side. While
this is the one aspect of Caribbean drug control that has remained sorely neg-
lected, the very impact of the drug war in many countries is overwhelming the
capability of the criminal justice system.

THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM

According to a study by the Caribbean Development Bank, the criminal jus-
tice system across the region is in a state of crisis. Police, at the sharp end of
the system, are understaffed, underresourced, and increasingly unable to ful-
fil basic functions of safeguarding public safety. The law courts are so over-
burdened that cases take years before coming to trial. The crisis is most acute,
however, in the rehabilitative services, particularly the prisons.

18. Trinidadian term for crack cocaine smoken
19. The United States has provided most of the coast guard, customs services, and
police forces in the region with equipment, including patrol boats and aircraft.
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Countries that have signed up to, and implemented the UN Conventions
have introduced mandatory sentences for drug offenses, clamping down par-
ticularly on so-called trafficking offenses. Ostensibly this is a measure to cur-
tail the abuse of Caribbean countries as staging posts in the cocaine traffick-
ing network. In effect, the quantities are so low, that most of the people
charged are users or small-time peddlers. In Belize, for example, offenders
caught with quantities above one gram of cocaine or fifteen gram of marijua-
na "shall be presumed to be in possession with intent to supply; the burden
of proof otherwise is on the defendant."20 In Guyana the defming weights are
one gram for cocaine, fifteen grams for marijuana. In the Bahamas the "rebut-
table presumption" is not merely defined by weight but by the packaging of
the drug. Where a defender is found with two or more "packages," be these
rocks of crack cocaine, or of marijuana, he is charged with trafficking.

Much depends on the police interpretation of the law. In Trinidad, where
the legal weight was raised from one gram of cocaine to ten grams in 2000,
individual police officer use their discretion; they are likely to use the charge
to plug the arrestee for information and build up an informants network. In
the Bahamas, the police will pursue only cases where the offender carries
more than US$ 5. In Guyana, at the admission of a government minister, the
draconian penalties have been abused by corrupt police officers for blackmail
and to frame suspects. And in Jamaica marijuana is smoked so openly in
many parts of the island, that the police have almost given up.

In spite of such a de facto relaxation, the number of drug cases coming
before the courts remains very high. When reading conviction statistics it
needs to be borne in mind that due to the long remand periods, these should
not be measured against the number of arrests for that year. According to
Prison Reform International, 42 percent of prisoners in the Bahamas, and 37
percent in Trinidad were on remand. In some cases prisoners are awaiting trial
remain in prison beyond the maximum time imposed for the relevant offences
(Prison Reform International 2000). This has been a particularly bitter expe-
rience for some offenders in Guyana, where time spent in pretrial detention
is not deducted from the sentence.

It should further be considered that the focus of the CICAD research being
drug trafficking - another indication of the priorities in the regional war on
drugs - the data on drug offenses per se is incomplete. In most countries, pos-
session related cases are a multiple of the trafficking cases, in spite of the low
thresholds. According to Barry Chevannes, the chairman of the Jamaican
Ganja Commission, the courts have been inundated with 5,000 to 10,000 pos-
session cases over the past five years. In the Bahamas, the police have been
bringing between 1,300 to 1,500 cases to court per annum. Indeed, the sheer

20. Belize, Misuse of Drugs Act, September 7, 1990; Act 22 of 1990.
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number of offenses brought to trial is one of the main reasons for the capac-
ity crisis facing the criminal justice in the region.

Table 4. Number of People Charged and Convicted for Drug and Trafficking Offenses in
Selected CARICOM Countries

Country
and
Year

Antigua
1999

Bahamas
1999

Barbados
1998

Grenada*
1999

Guyana
1999

Jamaica
1998

St. Lucia
1999

St. Vincent

Persons Charged
for Drug
Offenses

173
year 2000

1094

445

804

108

Persons Charged
for Trafficking

Offenses
74

1010

189

395

2800

501

Convictions
for Drug
Offenses

194

37

Convictions
for Trafficking

Offenses
6

2389

321
Source: Mutual Evaluation Mechanism, C1CAD, with additional information from Royal
Police Force of Antigua and Barbuda and Royal Barbados Police Force.
* Persons arrested

This has had a disastrous knock-on effect on the regional prison system. Penal
services in every country are suffering from dismal conditions and chronic
overcrowding. In one recent survey of global prison populations, most
Caribbean countries came into the upper third of countries with more than
150 prisoners per 100,000 inhabitants. Belize and the Bahamas took ranks 5
and 6 with 490 and 485 respectively (Walmsley 2000).21 Everywhere, how-
ever, the figures have been rising relentlessly. While the exact numbers of
prisoners incarcerated for drug related offenses as a percentage of total prison
populations are yet to be established, it is already clear that they are consid-
erable.

21. The field leader was Russia with 684 followed by the United States with 645. With
the boom in U.S. convictions since 1998 this may well have changed. The rate for the
Netherlands is 85.
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Table 5. Prison Population in Various Countries
Country

Antigua
Bahamas
Barbados
Belize
Dominica
Grenada
Guyana
Jamaica
St. Kitts
St. Lucia
St. Vincent
Trinidad

Estimated
National

Population
65,000

290,000
263,000
229,000
74,000
99,000

852,000
2,500,000

43,000
145,000
111,000

1,300,000

Numbers in Penal
Institutions

225
1,401

772
1,118

243
327

1,697
3,629

109
325
420

4,715

Prison Population
Rate per 100,000 of
National Population

345
485
295
490
330
330
200
145
250
225
380
365

Source: Home Office, London & Prison Reform International, relevant years.
All data are from January 1998 except in the cases of Antigua (November 1995),
Dominica (December 1997), and Trinidad (April 1998).

In Trinidad, the number of prison inmates incarcerated for narcotic offenses
in 1998 was 1462, close to a third of the entire prison population.22 In the
case of the large number of using offenders arrested for possession, this kind
of treatment is becoming difficult to justify. Prison officers in most countries
admit to the sale of drugs in prison. They cite such different reasons as the
collusion of visiting relatives, corruption among poorly paid officers, and the
ease of access to many of the old prison located inside the city. In
Georgetown, wardens seized a six-kilogram package of marijuana that had
been simply thrown over the prison wall.

While drugs are readily available, drug treatment is not. There are some
efforts at providing counseling in Trinidad and Guyana, usually provided by
prison chaplains and religious organizations, but these efforts are at best spo-
radic. There is little pretense then that incarceration serves a rehabilitative
function with respect to either drug use or criminality. The available infor-
mation on recidivism with 88 percent of interviewed inmates in Barbados
having an arrest history, and 39 percent of inmates in Trinidad and Tobago
having been in prison three times or more, suggests that once inside the sys-
tem prisoners keep moving through a revolving door (Prison Reform
International 2000).

22. Information from the Assistant Superintendent of Prisons, Trinidad and Tobago.
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In small societies, where anonymity cannot be preserved, the stigma of
having been inside raises further obstacles to fmding employment in an al-
ready tight market. While the severity of prison conditions may fulfil to some
degree its role as a deterrent, it also succeeds in alienating those who go
through the system. They emerge as embittered individuals, with a grudge
against society, and having been in contact with hardened criminals who rule
the system, first-time offenders convicted for possession emerge as criminals.
One writer puts this graphically: "In prison inmates are given the opportuni-
ty to regress into barbarity. Prison de-programs the socialised individual. The
system uses tax payers' money to produce predators to carry out carnage on
the said body of taxpayers" (Figueiras 1997:81).

There have therefore been concerted efforts in several countries to find
alternatives to incarceration. In Guyana and Belize, for example, increasing
use is made of fines. Barbados and Trinidad have enacted community serv-
ice orders to provide community service as an altemative for first- time
offenders on possession charges. Grenada, St. Lucia, and Belize are consid-
ering the introduction of similar legislation. The most ambitious moves in
Jamaica, the Bahamas, and Trinidad have been the introduction of drug courts
and the substitution of treatment for prison.

While these drug courts are a laudable attempt at channeling drug offend-
ers past the prison system, they do not address the issue of institutional capac-
ity. In Jamaica the offender has to be assessed by a psychiatrist and is then
assigned to a counselor. With no facilities in place this process is initially even
more resource intensive than the courts, which explains why so far only about
sixty-three people have been processed. The system has been more successful
in the Bahamas, where the drug courts have been in operation since 1986.
Sentencing guidelines have been developed for magistrates, which give direc-
tion through a system of fines, community service, and treatment. Custodial
punishment for possession offenses has never been mandatory, and is infre-
quent. But even in the wealthiest CARICOM country, there are capacity
shortages affecting these altemative programs. According to the Director of
Public Prosecutions, the "probation services are the weakest link in the
chain." Yet the probation services are the crucial element in the development
of a punishment option. Several overseas partners, including the U.K. Depart-
ment for International Development, have recognized this need and are run-
ning training programs and capacity building in Jamaica and Belize.

A massive expansion of probation, while a considerable improvement on
incarceration, will merely shift the resource burden to a different state agency.
An altogether different route is therefore being discussed in Jamaica. Here the
Ganja Commission appointed by the prime minister has published its recom-
mendations to decriminalize the possession of marijuana. It is expected that
this move would relieve pressure on the police, the courts, and the prison sys-
tem, improve relations between the community and the police, and bring gov-
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ernment policy in line with prevailing public opinion. One of the conditions,
however, is that drug education be massively expanded and developed. The
report makes clear that it does not approve of ganja smoking, but admit that
current policies have failed in dissuading a large section of the Jamaican pop-
ulation from taking up marijuana. Jamaica is not alone, particularly young
people all over the Caribbean are taking to recreational marijuana smoking
in ever larger numbers.

It is this realization, which is driving an ever wider alliance of public and
specialist opinion advocating a shift in policy. For over two decades the thrust
of Caribbean drug control has been to stop the flow and production at the
source. The failure of this policy in turning the tide of drug use, and the ris-
ing social costs have prompted a major change in public opinion, which has
trickled up to policy makers. A crucial step was taken at the annual UNDCP
organized conference in Barbados in May 2000, when drug demand reduction
was given priority status at the insistence of regional representatives. The
Regional Coordinating Mechanism at CARICOM, working with support
from the U.K. Foreign and Commonwealth Office undertook a demand
reduction needs assessment in the summer of 2001, with a series of recom-
mendations for future development. While the winds of change are blowing
through the region, there is much work to be done.

DEMAND REDUCTION IN THE CARIBBEAN

The importance given to demand reduction at the inception of the regional
drug strategy, is apparent from the Barbados Plan of Action: only eleven out
of eighty-three recommendations cover education, treatment, and research.
Foreign donors were clearly most concerned about the transit phenomenon.
Regional governments, preoccupied by the political threat of organized crim-
inal groups, concurred with the risk assessment. Some were still in denial,
regarding cocaine as a northern, not a regional problem. As for the UNDCP,
the preferences of the expatriate experts were clearly for the "enforcement"
issues, and it was not until 2001 that trained demand reduction experts were
appointed to the Barbados office. In a review of demand reduction delivery
a newly arrived UNDCP staffer after noting a "nothing short of astonishing"
lack of drug related data, concluded that the demand reduction efforts of
Caribbean governments were mere "lip service" (UNDCP 2001). Thus the
annual budget of the National Council for Substance Abuse is around half that
of the police band. This is a particularly telling observation, as the NCSA is
probably the most generously endowed, and politically least dependent drugs
council in the region.

Yet another product from the UNDCP range of drug control instruments,
national drug councils have been formed in all Caribbean countries. With dif-
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ferent budgets, constitutions, mandates, and levels of expertise, they serve ba-
sically two functions: to advise government on drug related matters and to im-
plement demand reduction activities. They are usually located in the Ministry
of Health and sometimes in the Ministry for National Security. With staff usu-
ally seconded from other ministries they have had a difficult task in building
up drug related expertise. Training facilities in the region are limited to the
Caribbean Institute on Alcoholism and other Drugs (CARJAD) and the
Addiction Studies course offered at the University of the West Indies (UWI).
It should be added that CARJAD, which was founded by the father of
Caribbean addiction studies, professor Michael Beaubrun, provides occa-
sional two-week courses and is almost defunct. The addiction course at UWI,
financed by the European Union and the Canadian government, managed
(and top sliced) by UNDCP,23 and implemented by the Toronto-based Centre
for Addiction and Mental Health, meanwhile has run out of funding and has
come to an end.

Regional drug workers and administrators, in other words, are largely
reliant on "learning on the job." Most drug councils have therefore focused on
less controversial activities such as "public awareness" campaigns and educa-
tion. Some of these efforts are laudable, considering the meager resources. In
Tobago for instance, a public rally celebrating Emancipation Day is followed
up by a sustained effort to contact hard-to-reach groups, including beach boys
and unemployed young men and women. Information on risk avoidance is dis-
seminated, and people are brought into contact with services.

In the main, however, publicity activities of drug councils consist of radio
jingles, posters, stickers that are handed out on public occasions, and school-
based education. There are no reported evaluations of any activities, and the
anecdotal evidence about declining impact is yet to bear consequences. Given
the prominence accorded to drugs in the media, the role of national councils
seems quite superfluous. At the same time success seems to be eluding the
school-based interventions in bringing about behavior change. Most critical-
ly perhaps, is the neglect of such high-risk groups as the unemployed, com-
mercial sex workers, out-of-school youth, fishermen, and transport industry
workers.

Short of resources, the councils rely for much of their materials on foreign
donors. According to a recent study by CARICOM (2001), most of these are
from the United States, and the messages are mainly variations on "just say
no," backed up by information to inspire fear, they co-classify all illicit sub-
stances with no differentiation of harm, impact, level of intoxication, or
dependency profile. Peer based approaches have yet to be introduced, and for-
mer drug users do not enter the class room. The major development in school-

23. The UNDCP office deducts a 13 percent charge for overheads, even on projects
where it is the managing rather than the implementing agency.
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based drugs education, has been the Health and Family Life Education pro-
gram (HFLE) developed at UWI, and now being introduced in schools across
the region. Based on so-called life skills approaches to drugs education, the
HFLE includes a drugs module. While this program is being rolled out, the
bulk of drug related education is still being provided by drug councils, the
police forces (Drug Abuse Resistance Education), and religious groups. In all
cases the emphasis is on abstinence rather than safer drug use. As the authors
of the Ganja Commission noted, such education has only a marginal impact
on drug-using students. The danger with fear-based education is that students
with positive attitudes to drugs, and particularly marijuana, discount all infor-
mation as propaganda. The result has been the spread of so-called ganja
myths, which among large swathes of the Jamaican youth is seen as a benign
substance. A more worrying development still is the subsequent neutralization
of cocaine related information.

Not surprisingly, drug use trends among young people, while still low by
U.S. or U.K. standards is up and rising.

Table 7. Drug Use in Selected Countries (from Self-report Surveys)
Country
Bahamas*
Barbados*
Belize
Grenada
Guyana*
St Lucia**
Trinidad**
Jamaica**

Cannabis
8%
low
low

not known
2%
8%

27%
36%
7%*

Cocaine
1%
low
low

not known
1%
-

3%
2%
6%***

Alcohol
22%
high
high

-
60%
51%
high
70%

Year
1998

-

1998
-

1998
1999
1991
1997

Trend
stable

-

(two towns)
-

increasing

increasing
increasing

Sources: Caribbean drug control Coordination Mechanism respective country reports.
Notes: Data are not comparable as different methodologies are adopted, different popula-
tions surveyed at different times using different measures. Trinidad is a national survey;
Belize a survey of two of its major cities; Barbados is based on data from Rapid Assess-
ments; the others are school surveys.

"Current use" among students
Lifetime use among students
Lifetime use in the general population

Though the data gathering methods are highly unsatisfactory, the indications
of spreading acceptability and normalization of ganja in particular are clear.
An overhaul of drug education content and delivery is urgently called for.
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TREATMENT AND REHABILITATION

While CARICOM governments have made concerted, if ill-advised, efforts in
the field of drug prevention, the efforts in the field of rehabilitating drug users
have largely been left to psychiatrie hospitals and NGOs. The former provide
a limited number of beds in their detoxification wards. These services are
principally geared to dealing with alcoholism, and usually provide little by
way of after care. Moreover, they have not as yet developed treatment modal-
ities for the principle problem substance, crack cocaine. Most problem users
therefore turn to the NGO sector for assistance; organizations like Verdun
House in Barbados, Patricia House in Jamaica, Rebirth House or Pitparo in
Trinidad, Marrion House in St. Vincent, and Sandlings in the Bahamas offer
well-structured residential treatment courses for dependent drug users. In
Jamaica and Trinidad the government has forged partnerships with these vol-
untary sector service providers, but the capacity is still far short of the need.

Moreover, the abstinence based methodology in all these centers leaves a
large number of problem users not wishing to enter full-time treatment un-
cared for. This shortcoming owes much to an equation of drug problems with
chaotic use at the official level. What is most urgently required is a network of
low-threshold centers, which allow users access to counseling and medical
services, with referrals to residential centers as an option when the cliënt is
ready. At the other end of the spectrum, for people emerging from treatment
there need to be halfway houses and support groups to facilitate the reinte-
gration into the community. Apart form haphazard Narcotic Anonymous
groups meeting in some of the large towns, and the Bevon House facility in
Antigua, this remains an unmet need. Relapse rates are likely to remain high.

INTEGRATED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

The importance of the community has already been recognized in one of the
most innovative schemes to come out of the region, quite independent from
the international agencies. It is the Integrated Demand Reduction Approach
(IDER) pioneered during the 1980s in Jamaica, and subsequently adopted in
the Bahamas, Trinidad, and Barbados. IDER programs take a holistic ap-
proach by situating drugs in a wider web of social, economie, and political
problems. Working with and through local people, each project is anchored in
a Community Development Action Committee (CODAC), which is respon-
sible for identifying issues and mobilizing local resources. In Jamaica, for
example the following factors have been identified in over twenty participat-
ing communities: dysfunctional families, incomplete schooling, absence of
skill training, unemployment, and the absence of recreational facilities
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(UNDCP 2001). The project then sets out to meet these shortfalls, by provid-
ing skill training and sports facilities for example.

The success of the approach can be gleaned from the fact that it has been
adapted by the UNDCP, that acts as managing agent for IDER programs
financed with EU funds. There is a certain tension in this set-up, as the very
breadth of the IDER approach runs counter to the generic, drug-centric phi-
losophy, and organizational raison d'être of the UNDCP. Hence, community
members will always identify poor service provision or lack of jobs as their
primary concerns, whereas the UNDCP representative is primarily concerned
with drug issues. On a wider level, however, it becomes diffïcult to justify
infrastructure or skill-training projects as part of a drugs program. Finally, the
analytical link between deprivation and drug problems may be compelling,
but the required remedies amount to an overall national development pro-
gram, which lies well beyond the capacity of national drug councils or inter-
national organizations.

The very scale of the problem has therefore triggered the radical solution
suggested with decriminalization. After years of intense anti-drug campaign-
ing at national, régional, and hemispheric levels, this is a devastating verdict
on the effectiveness of technical agencies and policy makers. It is evident that
the message "say no to drugs" did not come across. One of the reasons behind
the failure was the lack of consultation in the design of campaigns. At multi-
and bilateral levels North American and European drug control staff played
a critical fole in the formulation of policy. These seem like spurious claims
to expertise, since neither region can look back on a record of success in
reducing drug use. Most importantly, however, the messages missed out on
the subtleties of local discourse and its calibration of drugs and related harms.

DlSTINCTION OF DRUGS

According to informants in drug councils and the findings of the Rapid
Assessment Surveys (Barbados, Trinidad) and the existing epidemiological
data (Jamaica) the three problem substances in the region are alcohol, mari-
juana, and cocaine. There is occasional reportage of heroin, but this is yet to
develop into a significant phenomenon. The spread of infectious diseases,
such as HIV or Hepatitis B and C as a result of needie sharing is therefore no
concern.24 At the clinical level, however, clients report in the main for alcohol

24. The reported diversification of Colombian cartels into heroin production is set to
produce a spillover effect, though sharp differences are anticipated. Colombian heroin for
the U.S. market will pass via the more western routes. The lesser Antilles, conduit for
Europe bound cocaine cargoes are unlikely to be effected to the same degree. In view of
the likely cut of traditional supply due to the sealing of Afghani borders at present, how-
ever, this may well change.
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or crack. Poly drug use is cofnmon, with reports of clients switching from
ganja to cocaine, or combining alcohol with ganja. None of the non-govern-
mental treatment centers reported having clients with marijuana as their main
problem drug.

To understand the significance of this trend, it must be remembered that
the media discourse in many Caribbean countries was until recently dorrii-.
nated by a crass moral panic. Newspapers woüld, and still do carry stories
explaining personal tragedy, violent crime, and insanity as the outcome of
marijuana smoking. In St. Vincent, one of the most respected members of the
medical establishment published newspaper articles and booklets as late as
the 1980s, describing marijuana as "that monster that entices to kill" (quoted
in Rubinstein 2000). Hymie Rubinstein attributes the inflammatory language
used partly to the success of U.S. propaganda, which while misfiring at home,
has taken root abroad. More important, however, is the role played by mari-
juana as a symbol of social order.

The lowest ranked and most destitute Blacks are young rural males
between their late teens and mid thirties. Sometimes feared for their alleged
predilection for lawlessness or unruly behaviour, often reviled for appear-
ing to flout societal norms of respectability, these youths and yourig men
are the most visible and ardent marijuana growers, sellers and smokers.
(Rubinstein 2000:476)

This association of marijuana with the lower social stratum confirms the fïnd-
ings of Littlewood (1988:142) in Trinidad. "Respectability and ganja smok-
ing are fïrmly incompatible and no man who has pretension to social position
in the village would admit publicly in mixed company to having smoked it."
Even in Jamaica "an individual's position to ganja is typically linked to his
social status and to his aspirations for upward mobility ... ganja smoking
implies participation with others in an illegal activity uniformly judged to be
'lower class'" (Comitas 1975:130).

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the consumption of ganja, now fïrmly
identified with the lower social strata, was set in contrast to alcohol, which in
the Anglophone Caribbean was associated with wealthier strata and white
communities (Beaubrun 1975). While the information on clients suggests that
patterns of substance use still vary among ethnic groups, the significance of
the ganja/rum dichotomy as markers of social status has been usurped over
the past decade by the arrival of crack cocaine. The sudden arrival of cocaine,
imported from South America, and its popularity among North American and
European tourists, has had a transformational effect on public attitudes
towards ganja.

In Jamaica, where both substances have perhaps made the deepest in-
roads, the effect has been to intensify the celebration of ganja as a positive
aspect of Jamaica's non-European heritage. Attitudes towards cocaine have
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been described, as that of "the unsavoury other" polluting local culture and
people (Broad & Feinberg 1995:265). In local discourse the spread of crack
cocaine, with its debilitating anti-social effects, prompted ganja to be dropped
from the drugs chart. The authors describe how informants answer the ques-
tion of drug use in the negative, even while skinning up a spliff, with an
explanatory, "that's just a habit." Cannabis users across the region take the
view that marijuana being a natural substance cannot be a drug. The Ganja
Commission records this position as "Their argument is that ganja is a natu-
ral, not a man-made substance, given by God to be used by mankind as
mankind sees fit, the same way he provides other herbs and bushes."25

These notions have been spreading across the region, at the same time as
the so-called education and awareness campaigns have been intensifying. Yet
the tendency of co-classifying ganja and cocaine under the same rubric of
"dangerous drug" only serves to desensitize people to the messages of drug
education. To young people growing up in households where cannabis use is
approved, and which may even be economically dependent on participation in
the drugs economy as farmers or sellers, this conflict between of school-based
drug education and family socialization can be alienating.

The spread of crack, and its association with violent crime, addiction, and
physical decay, has boosted the standing of cannabis tremendously. It is now
widely viewed as a benign substance, which enables people to stay cool, to
cope with "the pressure," and to meditate. There is no doubt that a mythology
has grown around marijuana, which trivializes the health damage, and the
debilitating impact of cannabis. It has, nevertheless, moved the debate from
the relentless "war on drugs" propaganda, to a more considered approach.

One of the most vocal lobbying groups has been the expanding
Rastafarian movement. In the consultations of the Ganja Commission leaders
of the Church of Haile Selassie I develop their argument based on an analo-
gy with the doctrine of transubstantiation, the "pronouncement of the
Rastafari priest transforms the herb 'into the body of the mighty Trinity'."26

The demands for the legalization of cannabis on the grounds of religious free-
dom has been conducted in Jamaica for many years. In recent years legal
challenges by branches of the Nyabinghi Theocracy Order have also been
brought at the high court of Antigua. And in St. Lucia and Barbados leading
Rastafarians have been raising the tone of the debate on marijuana (UNDCP
2000a).

More surprisingly, perhaps, have been the calls for a change in the legal
status in Jamaica, by such people as diverse as CODAC members in urban
communities, the chief medical officer, and the head of the Drugs Council

25. A Report of the National Commission on Ganja; www.userl .netcarrier.com/~aah-
pat. ganja.htm.
26. A Report of the National Commission on Ganja; www.userl .netcarrier.com/~aah-
pat. ganja.htm.
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himself. The arguments vary, with CODAC members pointing toward the
detrimental impact the current law is having on police-community relations.
The present system leads to partiality and victimization, and encourages a
loss of respect for the law, playing right into the hands of criminal organiza-
tions. The medical professionals favor the decriminalization "as a platform
for as strategie reduction of ganja use in the society, not for freeing up a
lifestyle."27

It is realized that decriminalization of consumption would allow drug edu-
cation to delink marijuana from cocaine, and allow the entry of Rastafarians
into drug education. This would add a much needed injection of credibility,
into an otherwise well-intentioned but poorly thought-out program. Still, the
need for active interventions is brought out by Broad and Feinberg warning of
the rhetoric surrounding cocaine, without a clear understanding of either
impact or circumstance. "The popular glorification of ganja may represent a
compromise with official discourse: we accept your individualisation of
blame with one drug" and do so by elevating ganja into a kind of anti-cocaine
(Broad & Feinberg 1995:272). Yet the Sticker posse in Montego Bay, who
eschew cocaine while bragging about their liberal use of ganja and alcohol,
have a reputation for violence (Broad & Feinberg 1995:271).

LEGAL REFORM AND THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

The position of the Ganja Commission is therefore best understood as an
acknowledgement of the futility of an abstinent-based policy, and a move
toward harm reduction. Aware of the ill effects marijuana can have on the user
the commission still suggests the decriminalization of ganja for personal use and
as a religious sacrament. It does so mindful of the formidable obstacles thrown
up by the UN Conventions: the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, the
1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances, and the 1988 Convention
Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. More
serious still will be the official response of the United States. "A day after the
Ganja Commission revealed its recommendations, U.S. embassy spokesman
Michael Keplovsky announced that "the U.S. government will consider
Jamaica's adherence to its commitment under the 1988 UN convention when
making its determination under the annual narcotics certification review."28

Neat legalistic footwork is required to take advantage of loopholes in the
conventions. One opening lies in the distinction between possession and con-
sumption. The commission has been advised that the letter of the law as it

27. A Report of the National Commission on Ganja; www.userl .netcarrier.com/~aah-
pat. ganja.htm.
28. Jamaica Observer, August 17, 2001.
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stands stipulates that "the possession of an unlit spliff would constitute a
criminal offence, but the smoking of it would not." In addition, Jamaica can
invoke constitutional principles and the notion of proportionality, to argue
that the right to privacy - soon to be enshrined in the new bill of rights going
through parliament now - supersedes the narcotics legislation.

A recent study of European interpretations of these international obliga-
tion, found that:

the governmental stance that attracts the most criticism from the Inter-
national Narcotics Control board is official tolerance of illicit drug use, pos-
session or low-level trade when carried on in public. Otherwise, as long as
there is official condemnation and strongly voiced public disapproval of
these practices, and as long as the countries retain the option of punisha-
bility for forms of illicit drug-related behaviour there is room for manoeu-
ver. (Jamieson 2001:247)

Hence it is only the Netherlands and Italy which do not respect the interna-
tional treaties while Spain, Germany do.

Jamaica may be the country most inclined to pursuing a liberal policy on
marijuana, but the support in the region is widespread. The basic idea was
spelled out by a senior official in Trinidad: "There are no prostitutes on the
street because of ganja, nobody is stealing from their families because of
ganja, we don't even see people in treatment because of ganja." The system
works, therefore, by a set of contrasts and relative harms. With crack cocaine
so easily available why waste resources on a relatively harmless substance.

There are calls for CARICOM solidarity from Jamaica, and a growing
cooperation among policy makers as well as practitioners in the drugs field.
In all likelihood, however, extra regional support will be required. One of the
first places to look to for support is the European Union. Unfortunately, the
EU budget for drugs was cut to € 5 million in 2001, and the EU Drug Control
Office in Barbados is set to close once the contract of the two technical assis-
tants has expired in the spring of 2002.

The multilateral organizations UNDCP and CICAD are bound by inter-
national conventions, and in any case, unlikely to give succor to a scheme that
negates some of their fundamental principles.

This leaves bilateral partners with a presence and an interest in the region.
The Netherlands has already pioneered innovative policies in the Netherlands
Antilles and Aruba. It is difficult to envision the projection of controversial
policies at a time of international crisis. The Jamaicans, it seems, are alone with
their drug reform. The other countries in the region, regardless of their stance,
are watching closely. Whatever the outcome of this particular initiative, ganja
will remain popular and available throughout the region. The question is if the
social costs in terms of a clogged up criminal justice system, corrupt police,
and an alienated youth will keep rising as well?
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