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Esteemed HACIA delegates,
It is my deepest honor to welcome you to HACIA XXVI, the very first of its kind. I am
Emilia Cabrera, your Director of English Committees, and I am incredibly excited to be
your first welcome to this unique conference. I can assure you that our team of English
committee chairs has worked tirelessly to prepare these topics and train hard to lead an
online committee, all to ensure the best caliber of debate for HACIA XXVI.
To first tell you a bit about myself, I was born in Madrid, Spain but grew up in the United
States. I became involved with Model United Nations in high school to further explore my
growing interest in international relations. There, I found a space where I could seriously
engage in some of the world’s most difficult problems and meet other multicultural people
who shared my values despite different backgrounds. I’m also passionate about the power
of language as a tool for bridging differences, which brought me to my interest in Latin
America. At Harvard, I am a senior studying Computer Science and Economics, and have
dedicated my extracurricular time to International Relations through HACIA and Model
UN.
At this year’s HACIA, you will prepare, debate, write, and resolve topics that span not only
different themes – economic, political, and social – but also time itself. In the OAS
Permanent Council, you will get to explore two sides of a dangerous coin, drug trafficking
and human rights violations in prisons. You may get to go back in time and witness – or
tamper with – the writing of Mexico’s Constitution, or ameliorate the dramatic effects of
the 80s debt crisis. If instead you want to look into our future, you can help protect the
Amazon rainforest as it gets further threatened into extinction by 2030. Whatever it is that
ignites your passion, be that health, human rights, or economics, you will find your place in
one of our topics, diligently fighting to make our region and world a better place.
As delegates you will be implored to practice empathy in taking on the views of the
governments and people you’re asked to represent. In adopting the roles of different
countries and people, some of you may be faced with defending positions that go against
your own opinions. Take this as an opportunity to deepen your own understanding of a
topic and learn the rebuttals and defenses that may be employed by the other side. HACIA
is an incredible opportunity to push yourself to grow as a writer and public speaker, but
more importantly as a global citizen and future leader.
This year’s HACIA will serve to challenge you to engage with some of the most pressing
issues of the Americas, and the world beyond. All of this and more you will do in the face
of potentially the most global problem we have ever faced: this international pandemic. Just
as the diplomatic world has been forced to reckon with how international relations can be
preserved and even strengthened without face to face relationships, we must too strive to do
the same thing in HACIA. Despite the physical distance, we believe that a conference of
listening and discussing international problems across a multitude of countries will allow us
to feel just how interconnected these problems are. We’ve also been undergoing extensive
training to ensure our staff is more than prepared to lead online committee sessions, in a
smooth transition from the debate that you may have done in the past. Thank you for
inviting HACIA and its delegates into your countries and your homes.
Sincerely,
Emilia Cabrera
Director of English Committees
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Dear Delegates,

From your
Chairs

Welcome to HACIA XXVI! And more
importantly, welcome to the Permanent Council of the OAS. We your chairs, Alex
McQuilling and Natalia Calvo, are so excited to meet you in March and engage together
with the topics of Drug Trafficking in Latin America and Human Rights Violations in
Prisons. As one of the most important standing committees at HACIA Democracy, the
OAS Permanent Council is central to our conference’s goals of having delegates cooperate
on the issues concerning the independent states of the Americas. We can’t wait to see the
work that you do and the enthusiasm you bring to this conference. Throughout the
experience we hope you will grow as a writer, speaker, and compromiser.
Alex is a senior at Harvard College concentrating in Economics with a secondary in
Archaeology. He was born in New York City, but went to high school in Santo Domingo,
Dominican Republic. During his time in the DR, Alex became very interested in the issues
that have profound impacts across Latin America and the Caribbean. This interest led him
to join organizations in college with students also concerned with these issues, such as the
Harvard Organization for Latin America and HACIA. He also tutors middle school
students and plays on the club rugby team. Outside of school, Alex enjoys playing the
guitar, running, reading non-fiction, and exploring new places in Boston. He is excited to
see the solutions you come up with to these complex and challenging problems during the
conference.
Natalia is a sophomore at Harvard College concentrating in Computer Science. She was
born and raised in Chelsea, Massachusetts, but her family is from San Jose, Costa Rica,
which she visits often. In high school, she became involved with Model United Nations
where she grew passionate about international affairs, especially issues that affect Latin
America, which were often felt in her family in Costa Rica. Natalia was able to combine
her love of MUN and deep interest in Latin America with HACIA. Natalia is also involved
with Women in Computer Science, which supports women pursuing tech, and
organizations that support local high school students. Outside of school, Natalia loves water
sports like surfing and scuba diving, and finding new places to eat. She is excited to see
creative solutions to a problem with very real consequences around the world.
We both are looking forward to meeting all of you at HACIA XXVI. Please feel free to
reach out to us if you have any questions about the committee!

XXVI

Sincerely,
Alex McQuilling and Natalia Calvo
Co-Chairs, OAS Permanent Council
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Topic A:
Human Rights Violations in
Prisons
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Introduction
On October 2, 1992, more than 100 prisoners died in the Carandiru penitentiary in São Paulo,
Brazil. What started as a small dispute between two inmates grew into a larger fight, quickly engulfing the entire
wing of the prison, Block 9. With only 15 guards for more than 2,000 prisoners, the situation escalated into a
full-blown protest, which led prison officials to call for military police. Skipping any attempts at negotiation, the
military police stormed Block 9 of the prison, shooting at mostly defenseless, unarmed prisoners in their cells.
Afterwards, the police forced those still alive to strip, beat them, set dogs on them, and continued to shoot
wounded prisoners or those helping move the dead. Ultimately 111 prisoners died and almost 40 were injured.
The military police tried to cover up evidence of their unnecessary use of extreme force, and for more than 20
years they were not charged. The police’s lawyers argued that the military police fought back in self-defense,
even though no officers were injured or killed.
The Carandiru massacre is just one example of human rights violations in prisons in the Americas.
Such violations can be found in every country in the Americas, which is indicative of each government's general
indifference toward their prison populations. These populations have soared in recent decades, and prison
facilities are increasingly overcrowded, causing conditions to deteriorate. Overcrowded prison facilities are
unable to adequately care for all their prisoners, often leading to inhumane conditions. These conditions then
lead to health problems that cannot be adequately addressed, insufficient resources for a successful rehabilitation
into society, increased chance that freed prisoners re-offend, and tense relationships between prison staff and
prisoners.
The prison population in countries across the Americas has increased at an alarming rate. In Latin
America, the prison population doubled from 2000 to 2018—a rate drastically higher than the expected general
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population growth.1 The US has one of the highest incarceration rates in the world, and its prison population
has grown 500% over the last 40 years, even though crime rates have stayed the same.2 Many experts believe
that this astronomical rise in incarceration rates was brought about by harsher laws that arose around the
1970s-1980s, rather than higher crime rates. For example, the massive rise in prison populations in the US came
shortly after the “War on Drugs” government initiative that severely punished being in possession of or selling
drugs, with mandatory minimum sentencing, which led to a huge increase in incarcerations. A similar wave of
“mano dura rhetoric” spread across Latin America, with “neo-liberal economic policies pursued during the
1980s and 1990s” and journalism that dramatized crime, reinforcing public belief in harsher laws, and affecting
penal policy.3
Higher incarcerations rates lead to overcrowding in prisons that have not been expanded to match this
pace. According to a 2019 study, Latin American prisons operate at 60% above capacity on average. However,
many prisons operate at many times this capacity— in 2018, prisons in Haiti were at 450% capacity, and in El
Salvador, they’re at 320%.4 Overcrowded prisons pose a number of challenges towards maintaining humane
living conditions and increasing chances of successful rehabilitation. In prisons across Latin America inmates do
not have access to adequate healthcare, food, water, or even beds, and conditions are often unsanitary,
facilitating the spread of disease.5 Corruption among prison officials is widespread, and they have been known
to abuse and sometimes torture prisoners in an effort to maintain control. These conditions incite violent
protests, including riots, and make prisons “perfect recruiting centers and incubators for crime”, as prisoners
fight to survive.6 In addition, inmates are often held for months, even years, without a trial as the judicial system
1

Vilalta and Fondevila, “Prison Populism in Latin America: Reviewing the Dynamics of Prison Population Growth.”

2

“Trends in U.S. Corrections.”

3

Vilalta and Fondevila, “Prison Populism in Latin America: Reviewing the Dynamics of Prison Population Growth.”

4

Geoff Ramsey, “Private Prisons: A Questionable Model across the Americas.”

5

Beth Harpaz, “Prison Populations Are Exploding in Latin America. Here’s Why.”

6

Dudley and Bargent, “The Prison Dilemma: Latin America’s Incubators of Organized Crime.”
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struggles to keep up.7 Overcrowding also means that programs that aid prisoners in a successful transition back
into society are scarce and underfunded. Across the Americas, penal systems target marginalized communities,
which prevent socioeconomic mobility and facilitate recidivism.
Prisoners are deprived of their basic human rights, of which they are entitled to regardless of their
criminal activity. Despite the appalling conditions of many prisons, member countries seem to be indifferent to
their plight, and little reform has followed. I encourage member states to reevaluate their penal systems and
their effect on marginalized/disenfranchised groups, poverty, crime rates, and public health.

7

Beltrán and Davis, “Prison Reform in Latin America: The Costa Rican Experience.”
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History and Powers of the
Committee
The formation of the Organization of American States was not a sudden decision, but rather the
culmination of many different conferences and treaties aimed at facilitating the cooperation among American
states. Though this type of inter-American diplomacy can be seen as early as 1826, with Simón Bolivar’s
Congress of Panama, a more regular meeting of American states was not established until 1889.8 At this point,
the nations of the region realized it would be in their best interest to collaborate on joint institutions and have a
platform for peaceful discussion.
The United States spearheaded this initiative by inviting 18 countries to participate in the First
International Conference of American States, held October 1889 to April 1890.9 The United States was hoping
to promote their Monroe Doctrine, a U.S. policy that united the Americas against European colonialism, and
suggested that an attack on one American state would be an attack on all. Other nations were also interested in
this conference due to the potential of greater security, a forum for peace within the hemisphere, and the ability
to better promote economic, military, and cultural cooperation.10 At this conference, agreements were reached
about extradition, territorial disputes, colonialism, and creating treaties to arbitrate potential wars.11
Thus began the Pan American Union, forged to arbitrate disagreements, improve support of
international business, and encourage beneficial commercial relations. Essentially it was created to minimize
wars and bolster economies. This union would later become the General Secretariat of the Organization of
American States we know today. Between 1890 and 1948, there were nine Pan-American conferences where the
8

“OAS :: Our History.” Organization of American States, Organization of American States, 1 Aug. 2009, www.oas.org/en/about/our_history.asp.

9

Ibid.

“Organization of American States.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 11 Oct. 2017, www.britannica.com/topic/Organizationof-American-States.
10

11

“OAS :: Our History.”
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nations involved formed treaties on judicial, commercial, and military problems. They created the foundation of
what would become the current Inter-American diplomatic system. These conferences addressed better
commercial integration, legal concerns, and established specialized institutions that still exist today to address
specific issues in international collaboration like health, human rights, and economics.12 Then came World War
II.
Since most Latin American nations sided with the United States against the Axis Powers, after the
conflict they decided it would be beneficial to form an official mutual defense pact.13 The Inter-American Treaty
of Reciprocal Assistance was adopted in 1947, but by 1948 the threat of communism and the Cold War caused
nations, like the United States, to press for a stronger union. On April 30th, 1948, the OAS Charter was signed
at the ninth and final Pan-American Conference took place in Bogotá.14 Soon after, the OAS was incorporated
as a regional body under the larger structure of the United Nations. At this same conference, the nations
adopted the Economic Agreement of Bogotá although this document never entered force due to too many
reservations about its implementation.15 This disparity is representative of the greater historical struggle of the
OAS: while the nations of the OAS have reached compromises to collaborate on security, they’ve struggled to
overcome their competitive differences on economic issues.
Originally, the OAS focused on securing the Western Hemisphere, especially with regards to preventing
outside intervention in American affairs. Once this threat diminished, the OAS became more active in
encouraging democracy, settling disputes, and facilitation cooperation in economic, social, and cultural
matters.16 This has been achieved through important documents, such as the adoption of the Charter of Punta

12

Ibid.

13

“Organization.”

14

Ibid.

15

“OAS :: Our History.”

16

Ibid.
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del Este in 1961. The Charter set a foundation for Inter-American development by calling for increased
cooperation in establishing democracies, eliminating illiteracy, and stabilizing prices.17 It was a milestone of
economic achievement, one that this committee may hope to build upon in relation to today. On top of ratifying
important treaties and documents, the day to day work of the OAS has been coordinating security and
commercial programs, helping with disaster management, and monitoring human rights through the
establishment of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights.18 The OAS is also a leader in safeguarding
democracies by acting as a watchdog to American elections and governments.19 This role was highlighted by the
2001 Inter-American Democratic Charter, adopted in Lima by a special session of the OAS General Assembly,
which describes what democracy means and how to protect it.20
This organization has also grown considerably, from 20 original member states to all 35 of the
American nations.21 As its membership has grown, so has its administrative body. It is composed of three main
branches: the General Assembly, the Permanent Council, and the General Secretariat.22 The General Assembly
is the principal decision making organization, composed of foreign ministers or chief of states from each
member nation. It controls the budget and acts as a supervisor to the other branches and committees of the
OAS, but as it only meets annually it can’t make day-to-day decisions. These are left to the Permanent Council,
which acts as a provisional organ of consultation while the General Assembly is not in session.23 The Permanent
Council is composed of ambassadors from each nation state and creates more focused plans of action for the

17

“Organization.”

Lee, Brianna, and Danielle Renwick. “The Organization of American States.” Council on Foreign Relations, Council on Foreign Relations, 11 Apr.
2018, www.cfr.org/backgrounder/organization-american-states.
18

19

“Organization.”

Organization of American States. Inter-American Democratic Charter, 11 September 2001, www.oas.org/OASpage/eng/Documents/
Democractic_Charter.htm.
20

21

Lee.

22

Ibid.

23

“Organization.”
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OAS. Finally, the General Secretariat is the administrative backbone that actually executes the policies voted in
General Assembly and Permanent Council. 24 This part of the OAS is led by a Secretary General who is elected
to a five-year term. The current Secretary General, Luis Almagro, is an Uruguayan diplomat who has made
“more rights for more people” the core subject of his leadership.25 This committee will try to honor that theme
in addressing the economic and social inequality that limits people from fully enjoying their rights.
As the Permanent Council, this committee has a broad amount of power, with every member state
having an equal voice in the decision process. It can make provisions that enable the General Secretariat to
carry out its administrative functions or change the way that certain policies are implemented. The Permanent
Council can also prepare draft agreements to be proposed to the General Assembly that promote cooperation
between the OAS, the United Nations, and other Inter-American institutions. When two thirds of the ministers
present approve of a collective action proposed in the Permanent Council, it will immediately be put in place as
a policy that the General Secretariat will aim to carry out.26 The resolutions that delegates of this committee
craft will immediately shape the way that American diplomacy and collaboration works.

24

Lee.

“OAS :: Secretary General.” Organization of American States, Organization of American States, 1 Aug. 2009, www.oas.org/en/about/
secretary_general.asp.
25

26

“Organization.”
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Aims of the Committee
At this point, we have outlined both the problem at hand and the powers of this
committee. The OAS was formed to preserve democracy and protect the wants and needs of the people in the
Americas. However, countries in this committee have neglected their prisoner’s wants and needs, which is
detrimental to upholding the tenets it was founded on. So, what can the Permanent Council of the Organization
of American States do to bring about prison reform in the Americas? Ultimately, nations should take a critical
look at the way their justice systems have contributed to mass incarceration, through steps like by reversing the
decades-old “tough on crime” rhetoric and find ways to reverse its growth. This requires comprehensive policy
reform, through which countries will reduce prison populations and recidivism.

By curtailing mass

incarceration, nations can reduce prison spending and more efficiently allocate funds to improve conditions.
Until this occurs, prisons will continue to experience inhumane conditions, outbreaks of violence, and high rates
of recidivism.

How the committee approaches this is largely up to the creativity and collaboration of its

members.
The OAS stands at a position to be a paragon for regional and international collaboration over prison
reform. The types of regulations needed to curtail problems such as overcrowding, riots, and recidivism must
occur in every country, and thus each country stands to collaborate to create effective long-lasting change. For
the Americas, the OAS is the leading
international body that can set forth and enforce these regulations. Together, this committee
should put together a set of standards that governments should aim to meet along
lines like more funding for prisons, reducing sentences, and support for former offenders. These standards would
then need to be upheld with a series of regulations, penned by the committee, and enforced by each signatory’s
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government that regulates the systems necessary to meet the standards. A unifying goal that the region aims for
will bring the communities together and hold each state accountable.
Finally, this committee should use the power of the OAS to bring light to the issue
beyond the Latin American region. In reality, inhumane prison systems are threatening the lives
of people in the Americas, and out, systematic changes have yet to occur. Only by
calling the world, and specific actors, to action can we ensure the future prosperity of our region,
its economy, and the people in it. Holding the international community accountable for human rights
infringement is just the beginning of what can be done throughout these committee sessions.

10 | Organization of American States

Topic in Context
The history of inhumane prisons in the Americas is intrinsically tied to mass incarceration, which has
plagued both the U.S. and Latin America since the 1970’s, despite having developed in very different contexts.
Both regions had begun to adopt “tough on crime” policies, which appealed directly to public concern and
allowed them to take hold throughout the region. The circumstances of these policies, and their manifestations,
greatly differed between Latin America and the U.S, and each will be discussed below.

Mano dura policies in Latin America
Up until the 1980’s, many countries in Latin America struggled to build peaceful, democratic states
amidst dictatorships that relied on their militaries to maintain legitimacy. To this end, the judicial systems and
armed forces of these authoritarian states often grossly violated citizens’ rights. Police overpatroled streets, less
serious misdemeanors were criminalized, suspects were detained without charges and held for years without
trial, among other violations.
As countries began to democratize in the 1980s and 1990s, politicians still ran on the promise of
maintaining “law and order,” which found popular support among the people. The public was concerned about
rising crime rates in their countries and Latin America as a whole, and they believed gangs were solely
responsible for this rise. In reality, a more significant factor was the people’s response to repression and the
resulting changes to social order. Ultimately, though, since 2000, Latin American homicide rates have grown to
triple the world-wide average, and one of every 3 murders occurs in Latin America.27 The people’s concern
certainly seems reasonable, but in misinterpreting the cause they supported politicians with increasingly harsh

27Katherine

E. Limoncelli, Jeff Mellow, and Chongmin Na, “Determinants of Intercountry Prison Incarceration Rates and Overcrowding in Latin
America and the Caribbean.”
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punishments for crime, which only fuels more violence and distrust in law enforcement.28

The media in

particular pushed this “tough on crime” agenda further by sensationalizing the news and fueling hysteria around
crime often unproportional to actual crime levels. Public attitude toward crime became “punitive and
retributive,” further edging politicians to extreme measures.29 Further, the “broken windows” style policing that
originated in New York City, which appeared to lower rising crime rates, was used as proof of the effectiveness
of “zero tolerance” policies.30 However, in Latin America these policies were enforced by poorly trained police
with more discretion, undoubtedly increasing the actual severity of these policies. Amidst all this support,
politicians doubled down on efforts to increase mano dura policies.
These “zero tolerance” style policies manifested differently in every country, but generally followed
similar characteristics. To define mano dura policies specifically, they refer “colloquially to the application of
repression to address public order concerns,” and more specifically “hardline authoritarian and populist
approaches to law and order and the excessive use of military and police force to address common crime.”31
According to the Igarapé Institute, there are 3 main characteristics of mano dura policing.
The first characteristic is “cracking down on low level offenders and offences.” The courts institute
mandatory minimum sentencing, and criminalize misdemeanors, which the police often enforce with heightened
aggression and even harassment. Police have full liberty to target low-income and minority communities, and
since gang violence is a foremost public concern, they also unproportionally target young people. In Brazil, for
example, 22,000 young adults were detained for misdemeanors in 2014 alone, despite juvenile penitentiaries
only having capacity for 18,000, which means they are “unable to provide adequate protection, rehabilitation or

28

Ibid.

29

Ibid.

Robert Muggah, Juan Carlos Garzón, and Manuela Suárez, “Mano Dura: The Costs and Benefits of Repressive Criminal Justice for Young People
in Latin America.”
30

31

Ibid.
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education” for young offenders who would benefit the most from such programs.32 Mandatory minimum
sentencing has also been shown to be ineffective at deterring crime like drug use, leads to users avoiding
rehabilitation in fear of jail time, and increases its use in unhygienic or risky places.
The second characteristic is “reduction and suspension of procedural rights,” which includes measures
like “pre-trial detention, extrajudicial confessions, the rolling back of protections for young people (under 18),
increased prevalence of unauthorized searches, and lowered evidentiary standards”, and even torture.33 In
2003, Honduras passed the first “anti-gang law” in all of Central America, which legalized some of these
practices. Under this law, young people could be “charged with ‘illicit association’ simply due to their physical
appearance,” which occurred in enormous crackdowns.34 This gives police officers and the judicial system
unprecedented power in rounding up as many potential gang members as possible, at the severe cost of freedom
for many innocent young adults.
The third characteristic of mano dura is extreme and widespread use of the military. This manifests
through almost constant mobilizing of the military, otherwise reserved for national emergencies, to crack down
on gangs, which frequently involves an unthinkable loss of “civil liberties,” the use of “military prisons” and
harsh discipline. Honduras’s anti-gang law manifested this characteristic as well, with a “growing militarization”
that resulted in “curfews, crackdowns on non-violent offenders, and widespread imprisonment of minors.”
Through these policies, the military can plainly repress their people with the justification of preserving “law and
order,” which is, surprisingly, supported by the public.
It’s clear how these policies have escalated well past zero tolerance policies in America, where checks
and balances have prevented the level of discretion that results, already, in human rights violations. These
extreme measures have directly produced massive increases in arrests for systems not built to hold, process, or
32

Ibid.

33

Ibid.

34

Ibid.
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rehabilitate so many detainees. However, mano dura policies are not the only factor that causes overcrowding.
Other macro-level influences account for the differences in incarceration rates between countries.
Because mano dura policies are ineffective at reducing crime and contribute to rapidly growing prison
populations, the public pushes for decisive action from politicians. This pressure, combined with “institutional
mismanagement and high rates of turnover,” increases occurrences of corruption.35 Apart from often having
connections to organized crime, corruption results in “biased sentencing practices against the poor, minority
groups, and the uneducated,” and generally disrupts democracy while increasing inequality, political instability,
and mistrust in the state and police, all of which have detrimental effects on social order and increase
incarceration rates.36
A study also found that more effective governments, which often reflect greater economic and political
stability, tend to have higher prison populations, as a consequence of more resources directed toward police.
However, these funds also often mean more facilities, such that more effective governments have lower rates of
overcrowding.
Perhaps one of the most significant factors affecting prison populations is income inequality. Income
inequality has been strongly correlated with higher homicide rates in Latin America, which has a significant
effect on prison populations given it’s longer associated prison sentence. A criminal record makes it substantially
harder for former offenders to find employment, which not only increases recidivism, but negatively affects the
economy, preventing any growth to improve income inequality in the first place. As such, income inequality
results in a cycle that states struggle to break out of.
All of these factors, rather than simply more crime, contribute to high incarceration rates and
overcrowding in Latin America’s prisons. Overcrowding directly results in human rights violations in prisons— it

Katherine E. Limoncelli, Jeff Mellow, and Chongmin Na, “Determinants of Intercountry Prison Incarceration Rates and Overcrowding in Latin
America and the Caribbean.”
35

36

Ibid.
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goes hand in hand with insufficient funding, both of which cause “shortages of food and water, limited numbers
of beds, poor sanitation and hygiene.”37 Overcrowded prisons also tend to have more incidents of violence,
which happens as violent prisoners are not properly separated, or there aren’t enough prison guards to both
maintain order and facilitate positive relationships between guard and prisoner. Prisoner health also deteriorates
quickly in these prisons, where those with drug addictions do not have access to proper treatment (increasing the
chance of relapse), and diseases, sometimes deadly, spread rapidly .
These conditions have not gotten better with time. Many countries have done little to stem growing
prison populations, and are reluctant to construct more prisons, which only exacerbates already deteriorating
conditions. A hopeful note is that incarceration rates have stabilized in recent years after more than a decade of
steady growth—from 2014 to 2018 the incarceration rate per 100,000 has plateaued at around 241, when from
2000 to 2014 the rate grew from 118.8 to 244.38 Despite this improvement, prisons remain overcrowded, and
Latin America continues to have one of the highest incarceration rates in the word.
“Tough on crime” rhetoric in the United States “Tough on crime” rhetoric in the United States
The United States developed a similar authoritarian approach to combating crime, although the
policies developed along race lines, not necessarily public concern about rising crime rates. The “war on drugs”
officially began in the United States with President Nixon in 1971, when he gave a speech in a press conference
for the Congress on Drug Abuse Prevention and Control and called drug abuse “public enemy number one”.
However, the anti-drug sentiment and corresponding policy had already been present in the United States. One
of the most significant parts of this war occurred in 1952, when the Boggs Act was passed by Congress. This act
was significant because it established the policy of mandatory minimum sentencing, which requires courts to
sentence offenders (including simple possession and

first time offenders) with two to five years minimum

37

Ibid.

38

Vilalta and Fondevila, “Prison Populism in Latin America: Reviewing the Dynamics of Prison Population Growth.”
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sentence. When it was clear that this policy was not effective at decreasing drug addiction, the mandatory
minimum sentence policy was repealed and replaced by the Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and
Control Act of 1970, which was widely praised by Congress. However, the mandatory minimum policy was later
reinstated when Reagan signed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act into law in 1986, in response to the high profile death
of Len Bias, an American basketball star, due to a cocaine overdose. In addition to other policies, this act
mandated that the minimum sentence for possession of just five grams of crack cocaine be five years in federal
prison without parole and allocated 1.7 billion dollars for the government to wage the war on drugs.
These intense drug policies in the U.S. have resulted in mass incarceration and have
disproportionately affected minorities and low income communities. From 1990 to present, drug offenses have
accounted for more than half of all offenses among sentenced people in federal prisons.39 And, between 1980
and 1997, the number of people incarcerated for drug offenses increased from 50,000 to 400,000. By 2001,
25% of the world’s prisoners were jailed in the US, despite the US only accounting for 5% of the world’s
population.40 One of the most controversial parts of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 was the disparity
between crack and powder offenses, distributing five grams of crack cocaine carried the same minimum
sentence (five years in federal prison) as distributing 500 grams of powder cocaine. The U.S Sentencing
Commission repeatedly recommended that Congress change this policy, but has repeatedly been ignored, even
as studies have shown that there is no pharmacological reason for crack cocaine and powder cocaine to be
treated differently. Many, including the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) have criticised this policy for
unfairly targeting minorities and low income communities because crack cocaine costs much less than powder
cocaine and is therefore more accessible than powder cocaine (which is more likely to be used by white, wealthy
Americans). 41
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There is evidence to suggest that Nixon's war on drugs was created to target black Americans.
According to his top aide, John Ehrlichman, the policies were created because by “criminalizing [black
Americasn and anti-war hippies] heavily, we could disrupt those communities.”42 This accusation is supported
by the fact that harsher drug policies have been overwhelmingly ineffective at reducing drug use, but the policies
are still in place and were even intensified by later presidents. Minorities face discrimation in every interaction
with the judicial system, not just in unequal sentences for cocaine. They are more likely to be stopped and
arrested (caused by the over-policing of low income and minority communities, as well as rampant racial bias),
and are more likely to receive the minimum sentence than whites for the same crime.43 According to a report
issued by the ACLU, data from 2006 suggests that African Americans are only 15% of the United States’s drug
users but make up 74% of those sentenced to prison for drug related offenses.44 Minorities are so directly
targeted that this war has been seen as a continuation of Jim Crow laws, meant to continue oppressing black
and brown citizens.45 By jailing large numbers of minorities, they can be disenfranchised in many different ways,
even after they’ve served their time. The consequences of being convicted are compounded by “policies denying
child custody, voting rights, employment, business loans, licensing, student aid, public housing and other public
assistance to people with criminal convictions.”46 In 48 states, being convicted means that the state can take
away your voting rights for some period of time, even your entire life.47 Because minority communities are most
impacted by incarceration, they have less voting power to elect representatives that will advocate for change.
Limited access to employment and public assistance means that criminals are much more likely to reoffend
without the resources to become productive members of society. It’s also important to remember the personal
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implications for the families of criminals— the entire family suffers as they lose a source of income and children
lose a parent. Minority males have the highest rates of incarceration, which creates fatherless households where
children are more likely to be involved in crime than 2 parent households. Detained immigrants may lose the
right to reside in the US, and be deported to countries where they no longer have any familial ties or even means
to survive, without any hope of returning to the US and breaking up their family in the US.48 Overall, mass
incarceration creates cycles that are difficult to break out of, and only add to the problem.
Another significant factor of mass incarceration is the detainment of individuals before they have
been sentenced. More than 1 in 5 incarcerated people have not even been found guilty of a crime, and have to
be detained because they cannot afford the often exorbitant bail.
All of these factors have led to overcrowding and often inhuman conditions in US prisons. The United
States is no stranger to debilitating prison conditions. According to the Equal Justice Initiative, prisoners across
the U.S suffer from violence, including sexual assault, as a result of “serious understaffing, systemic classification
failures, and official misconduct and corruption.”49 Prisoners are also routinely denied medical treatment, both
for physical illness and mental health,which often develop or worsen after being held in solitary confinement 23
hours a day.50 Prisoners are also subject to abuse from prison officials, as “corruption and abuse of power among
correctional staff runs rampant because prison officials are not held accountable for failing to protect
incarcerated people,” resulting in “extreme cruelty and criminal misconduct.”51 These tensions are exacerbated
by fatigued and frustrated officers in understaffed prisons. Prisons have been known to not adequately provide
nutritious food and access to water.
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Similar to Latin America, the prison population in the US has plateaued and even decreased in recent
years, after decades of steady increase. This change in direction happened right around the time President
Barack Obama signed the Fair Sentencing Act in 2010, which reduced the disparity in sentencing for crack and
powder cocaine offenses. Since it’s peak in 2011 to 2017, the country’s prison population has fallen by 16% ,
and continues to decline.52 Despite this decline, state spending on correctional facilities continues to rise, and
overcrowding is still a big problem in many prisons.53 Perhaps some of this change is a positive result of
programs dedicated to curbing violence. Many programs like these have been developed in a few different
countries (although not addressing or rolling back mano dura policies). According to the Igarapé Institute, these
programs can be divided into four different groups: “Early childhood and family based measures,” “Youth-based
interventions,” “Community-based interventions,” and “Recidivism reduction.”54 These programs address one
of two determinants of prison size, which are: “how many people go to prison and how long they stay.”55 They
strive to keep teenagers and adults out of jail by providing many different types of resources that address
common causes of incarceration, like income inequality and lack of proper rehabilitation. One study has found
that these programs result in taxpayer savings many times greater than the cost of investing in these programs.
Early adolescent-focused measures have been researched extensively and show arrests for violence
decline by an average of 13%, but results may take up to 10-20 years, and are associated with a $6-12 return for
a $1 investment. These programs serve expectant mothers as well as infants and children. One example of this
are “nurse family partnerships,” where families receive support in limiting risks “such as infant maltreatment,
negligence and poor
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parenting and strengthening protective factor and deliberately improv[ing] home environments that result in
more conducive conditions to the children’s emotional and cognitive development,” which is shown to reduce
violence and drug use, and improve behavior. One example of this is the Elmira program in New York, which
involved nurse visits to low income mothers before and after birth. It resulted in “dramatic reductions in risks of
future child delinquency, substance abuse as well as child abuse, neglect and dependence on public assistance,”
and returned almost 3 times the investment in public assistance savings.56 Another program paired therapists
with juveniles who’ve committed crimes, and it reduced recidivism by 18% over 13 years while saving taxpayers
$52,156 for a $2,380 investment in each family.
Programs that intervene with at-risk youth are similarly effective. They include “multi-systemic therapy
substance abuse measures, family-centered prevention intervention, aggression replacement training, juvenile life
skills training programs, big brother and sisters mentoring programs, interventions targeting street-connected
youth, behavioral couple therapy for substance abuse, cognitive behavioral therapy for adolescents, adolescent
community reinforcement approaches, universal classroom management practices, and targeted truancy
interventions.”57 These programs can reduce recidivism by 22-26% and cognitive behavioral therapy in
particular has a cost-benefit ratio of 1.96:1. One such program, called Becoming A Man (BAM), has run in
Chicago since 2010 and taught thousands of young men various skills, like “impulse control,” that will help lead
stable lives. Among participants of the program, arrests as a result of violent crime declined by 50% as of 2015.
Another type of intervention, after-school programs, “reduce risk factors for youth violence, providing children
with supervision during critical times of the day, increasing attachment to school and providing skills needed to
avoid violent behaviors.”58 The Abrindo Espaços program in Brazil aims to do this, and through an investment
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of $12 to $14 a year per student across more than 5000 schools starting in 2003, crime was reduced by 46%
over 3 years.
Programs designed to uplift communities can also be highly effective, and take on many different forms
depending on the needs of the community. One such program ran in Kingston, Jamaica, called the Peace
Management Initiative, “involves “peace walks” with young people and their families, the formation of peace
councils made up of community members, recreational events, income generating activities for at-risk youth and
specific retreats,” as well as improving access to “social welfare” and accepting investments both from the public
and private organizations. This saved $12 for every dollar invested in reduced healthcare needs and
“productivity losses,” and resulted in 90% less homicides. 59
Interventions in prisons are also very effective. It is worth noting that a more successful strategy is to keep
as many people out of prison as possible, through alternative procedures and programs, probation, mediation,
counselling, community services or otherwise,” to avoid overcrowded and violent prisons that often worsen
addiction and mental health.60 This has also been associated with lower prisoner costs such programs in
Maryland, USA reduced the cost by 5x). However, many rehabilitation programs have been very successful, with
high cost-benefit ratios and significantly reduced recidivism rates.
It is clear that investment in programs to keep youth out of the criminal justice system, and those that
aim to reduce recidivism, are successful in lowering the prison population, and often save the state many times
what they initially invested. These programs are important, but perhaps more important are reforms to the laws
that led to mass incarceration in the first place. Only this reversal in policy will result in significant drops in
prison population.
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The Crux of Debate
Ideological Conflicts
Political views of member states of the OAS are always shifting, due to growing
democratization that leads political parties to move in and out of power. However, while most ideologies will
claim to want to improve economic prospects and diversifying in a way that will keep their economies strong in
the long run, primarily because all political parties must win elections and appeal to the desires of the greater
public, their policy plans for this differ greatly. Exact policy stances are outlined more in Bloc Positions; however,
it should be known that the growing polarization of parties across the region have made intergovernmental
organizations like the OAS tense politically. There will be extremely conservative governments,
radical leftist movements, dictatorships, proud democracies, all working together, or against each
other, crafting sometimes contrary policies. Some ideologies, won’t want to devote as many
resources as others on the topic of prison reform which will cause more tension in
debate.
Another ideological conflict might emerge if only some countries decide to rollback policies like
minimum sentencing, which other countries may feel will only escalate the drug trade and gang violence that
traverses borders. The United States, for example, might not be receptive to changes in other country’s policies
given it’s pressure on Latin America, specifically Mexico, to be more aggressive in their effort to stop drug
trafficking into the US, which is currently experiencing an opioid epidemic.
The main ideological conflict is between rolling back, and not rolling back, mano dura policies.
Countries can reform authoritarian responses to crime and invest in crime-prevention programs, or leave the
policies as is. Even though human rights violations in prisons are disturbing, the public as well as politicians tend
to have punitive attitudes toward crime, and support harsher laws, which has driven most mano dura policies
across the Americas. This splits up the response to inhumane conditions in prisons into 2 camps: those that align
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with mano duro policies and those that don’t; the former being much more popular. Even though the
ineffectiveness of mano dura policies is well documented and discussed above, the overall sentiment in the
Americas is that those involved in crime and drug use deserve to be punished, and once in prison, they are often
entirely forgotten, and their conditions rarely make national headlines. Politicians are adverse to rolling back
harsher laws because being “tough on crime” is politically advantageous. The other camp includes those that
believe mano dura policies should be reformed. To be in this camp is to go against public opinion, which is a
popular decision, but ultimately in the interest of the lives of those in the criminal justice system. However,
countries can choose to continue with mano dura, and still invest in crime-prevention and rehabilitation
programs. This lowers the incarceration rate of the communities where it is implemented, but in order to bring
about widespread, lasting prison de-densification, countries need to significantly reduce the number of people
incarcerated as well as the amount of time they stay. This requires comprehensive legislative changes that are
very difficult to bring about, especially with public opinion heavily skewed in the opposite direction.

Interest blocks in the within the committee
No country in the Americas has a perfect criminal justice system, and thus every country has a
personal stake in improving the lives of its citizens— both those incarcerated by improving prison conditions,
and non-offenders by making communities safer. However, because of the drug trade from Latin America to the
United States, this topic necessarily involves all of the Americas. The United States has a huge interest in
reducing gang and cartel activity that traffic millions of dollars worth of drugs into the United States. The drug
trade, however, is fueled by huge demand from Americans. Both country’s shortcomings in controlling crime,
and putting an end to the opioid epidemic, have contributed to astronomically high crime and incarceration
rates in the Americas.
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To name an example, Mexico has funneled hundreds of millions of dollars into their drug war, which
they intensified in 2006. It involved strengthening their police and military forces, doling out harsher
punishments, and trying to limit the supply chain as much as possible. Despite this effort, drugs continued to
flow into the U.S.. Limiting supply means prices go up, which intuitively would suggest that demand will go
down. In reality, however, the drug trade becomes more profitable, which is enough incentive for cartels to
continue. Because it is so lucrative, squashing the drug trade in an area, or cracking down on a certain gang,
doesn’t work because another drug trafficker or producer will be there to fill the void. This is part of the reason
why a zealous “war on drugs” isn’t effective. As Peter Reuter (from the University of Maryland) and Harold
Pollack (from the University of Chicago) found, “while simply prohibiting drugs to some extent does raise their
prices, there’s no good evidence that tougher punishments or harsher supply elimination efforts do a better job
of driving down access to drugs and substance misuse than less aggressive efforts.”61 This doesn’t mean that the
US isn’t also to blame. They have improperly managed the opioid epidemic by severely criminalizing drug use,
and making access to treatment hard to come by. This does nothing to address addiction; it results in drug use
while in prison, the trade of which is itself dangerous, and use outside of prison, which often results in another
arrest. If these countries were to abate the war on drugs, they could avoid spending hundreds of millions of
dollars on police and paramilitary forces, housing millions of prisoners, and suffering from productivity losses
and growing economic inequality.
This is evidence that every region of the Americas is responsible for, and has a mutual interest in,
reducing crime and thus improving prison conditions. However, they have to prepare to work together in
reform, because crime will follow opportunity.
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Powers of the Committee to
Address this Topic
Committee Jurisdiction
As the Permanent Council, this committee has a broad amount of power, with every member state
having an equal voice in the decision process. It can make provisions that enable the General Secretariat to
carry out its administrative functions or change the way that certain policies are implemented. The Permanent
Council can also prepare draft agreements to be proposed to the General Assembly that promote cooperation
between the OAS, the United Nations, and other Inter-American institutions. When two thirds of the ministers
present in session approve of a collective action proposed in the Permanent Council, it will immediately be
put in place as a policy that the General Secretariat will need to carry out.
Specifically, on the topic at hand, the Permanent Council has a wide jurisdiction of affecting changes
to promote the welfare of the Americas. Right now, inhumane prison conditions violate the human rights of
millions of people in the Americas, and broadly impede economic growth. A tumultuous economy can affect
government stability, national security, and the health and wealth of people in the Americas, all of which are
tenants that the OAS has vowed to protect. Because of this mandate, the Permanent Council has not just the
jurisdiction, but the obligation, to attempt to de-densify prison populations and support rehabilitation programs
in every state in the Americas, with benefits for the Americas as a whole, and the world thereafter.

Previous OAS action
Most recently, in February of 2020, the OAS partnered with Honduras to develop a Penitentiary
Strategy that will help Hondura rebuild its penitentiary system and develop programs to facilitate the
rehabilitation of prisoners. This agreement came after the Fourth Meeting of the Authorities Responsible for
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Penitentiary and Prison Policies of the Americas, in which 29 states were represented, and hosted in the
Dominican Republic. In a statement following the new partnership, the Secretary General of the OAS, Luis
Almagro, said that “if you aspire to build societies free of violence and organized crime, you need to have
penitentiary centers that educate and offer the opportunity to rehabilitate and reintegrate people who
committed crimes into society… A large part of the prison population will at some point recover their freedom,
and we need them to be prepared to reintegrate into society.”62 Later, Luis Suazo, the Deputy Minister of
Security and General Coordinator of the Cabinet of Prevention, Security and Defense, who worked with
Almagro, addressed the punitive attitudes toward criminals that has fueled mano dura policies in his statement
that read in part, “[the strategy] will give us a clear and inclusive vision that will help us to humanize the prison
system in Honduras.”63 This represented a clear step forward for Honduras, with the help of the OAS, holding
itself accountable to conditions in their prison systems as well as prisoner’s success after release. Specifically, the
strategy entails 9 months of assistance to care for the human rights of prisoners, including improving leadership
and supervision in the prisons, creating programs for rehabilitations, offering support for detainees after release,
and increasing clarity on prison systems. Providing this structure and accountability gives Honduras clear steps
and support toward improving conditions in prisons, which is especially important in this era amid a global
pandemic.
Similarly, Mexico has also begun to consider changes to it’s criminal justice system after a meeting of an
OAS task force, Officials Responsible for the Penitentiary and Prison Policies of the Americas, that is dedicated
to improving prison systems, in March of 2020. During the meeting, the group recognized the nuances in every
country’s prison systems, but agreed that a common thread was overcrowded conditions in hazardous living
spaces, without the resources to support different circumstances, like a female prisoner with a minor child. They
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agreed to “work on promoting initiatives for the humanization of prisons so that rehabilitation can proceed
properly,” and these initiatives included combating the aforementioned circumstances. A month later, Mexico
released a set of bills intended to address some of these initiatives that included: workshops for prisoners to learn
employable skills, new infrastructure that allows female inmates to live with their children while incarcerated,
and funding libraries in prisons.64

Bloc positions
This issue is important for every country in itself, to reduce incarceration rates and improve conditions,
but it is also necessarily collaborative. As iterated before, one country implementing prison reform cannot stand
on its own, because crime and drugs will move where there is opportunity or demand, as discussed above. In
addition, high crime and drugs prompt citizens to migrate to other countries, which affects the economy of the
country that loses population. Since sustainable development is a decidedly international issue, progress will only
be made when all nations sign on to the same standards of criminal justice reform. In the context of this
committee, our first goal is the region. If all Latin American nations come together and agree on a set of goals
or universal regulations, we can secure the future of safe communities and make great progress in securing Latin
American residents from future escalation of drug trade and gang violence.
It is true that some country’s prison systems are worse off than others. In Mexico, for example, gangs
control 65% of prisons, which leads to brutal violence and gang recruitment. In El Salvador, MS13 and Barrio
18 practically control all of the country’s prisons. When Venezuela tried to make peace with gangs by giving
them the power they wanted in return for keeping it quiet, the gangs only grew bigger and spread their control
and influence farther, hiking up crime rates. However, given that the drug trade in one country affects the drug
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trade in surrounding countries and across the Americas, every country should be open to working with one
another to solve the problem as a whole.
That said, the difference between countries is their willingness to pass and implement meaningful
reform. Previously mentioned countries, like Honduras and Mexico, have taken concrete steps to improve prison
conditions. However, some countries, including these, have done little to address this concern. We can look at
each country’s response to the global pandemic to see where the well-being of their prisoners places on their list
of priorities. Most countries attempted to de-densify their population by releasing just 1-5% of the population.
Other countries, like Paraguay, who released 5-10%, and Chile and Nicaragua who released 15%, were able to
de-densify much more. Most prisons, however, saw outbreaks of violence and riots amid protests of conditions,
which point to exacerbated conditions among already crowded and unsanitary prisons.
It will require collaboration among member states to achieve actionable solutions to a necessarily
international challenge.
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Questions a Resolution Paper Must
Answer
• If there are goals outlined, by what year should they be met? Are there any exceptions for nations in
different situations?
• What does the region prioritize more: adhering to public sentiment, or prioritizing prison conditions?
Can the two be sought after simultaneously?
• How does the committee plan on regulating private prisons?
• How does the committee hope to enforce new standards or regulations?
• What incentives will be put in place to encourage nations and private entities to adhere to the
resolution’s proposals?
• What will be done to help the most vulnerable populations, especially young men from poor families,
from recidivism, gang recruitment, and drugs?
• How will the committee engage with the international community as a whole to further its goals?
• What is the responsibility of Latin America in fixing international drug trade and organized crime? Is
responsibility even a factor that should be considered?
• Should these problems be discussed by the region or should individual countries be allowed to
implement their own standards and regulations over their prison systems, and interact with
corporations as they choose?
• How does the question of national sovereignty come to play with issues of the drug trade and
organized crime that are borderless?
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Position Papers
In writing position papers, delegates must first and foremost follow the views and values
of the government they represent. Nations already have policies in place for their prison and judicial systems,
and delegates must research these in order to make conjectures to what their governments would want out of
this committee. In general, all nations should be attempting
to find solutions for the topic of prison reform, unless their governments have very
clear mano-dura stances. Mano-dura policies are clearly detrimental to governments as it harms citizens, and
reform brings about economic growth that itself reduces crime. Papers should touch on how a country can
make meaningful reform, which may involve rolling back mano-dura policies, in order to improve prison
conditions and reduce recidivism. It should also explore how to lower incarceration rates, particularly among
vulnerable populations, which in part involves reflecting on how economies in these communities can be
bolstered, and how to support young people. A good paper will also call on the greater international community
to action in support of whatever solutions a country is proposing.
With this cleared, there are still many ways one can hope to discuss the topic at hand. If
your country has implement considerable prison reform, you may hope to steer your paper,
and then debate, in the direction of more protections and support for prisoners. Otherwise if
your country cares less about prisons, you can argue that the primary consideration for government officials
should be to shape public policy around public opinion, which leans heavily toward mano dura policies. You
could also argue that countries have limited resources, and they should not be spent on incarcerated or
previously incarcerated people. If you have a history of international collaboration with foreign allies to call on,
your position may be a rallying call to the entirety of the international community.
The most important part is framing your position, and your solutions which should be the
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foundation of your paper, in your country’s point of view. Do your research and leverage
existing policies, speeches, or legislation to the benefit of your solutions. While you should be
creative, do not be worried about using past precedent as your jumping off point.
For any frame of mind, delegates must also propose solutions that are aware of national
sovereignty and the position of the OAS Permanent Council. They must also realize that for any
resolution to pass, they will have to make sure that opposing nations will get on board, as many
solutions may request governments to employ certain policies with little power to demand. All of this should be
considered when delegates approach the position paper.
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Proposed Solutions
Solutions must come in two fronts: reactionary and proactive. As for the former, the primary concern is
developing international standards for protocols surrounding COVID-19 in order to limit an already pervasive
spread throughout America’s prisons. There should also be immediate action to address the growing riots and
unrest in prisons in Latin America, which occur as a result of worsening conditions. In the second, we need
widespread, comprehensive prison reform to completely transform Latin American justice systems. This reform
should strive to reverse mass incarceration and lower crime rates. Countries should reconsider mandatory
sentencing laws and free prisoners for low-level crimes to reduce prison populations. It is also important to invest
in preventing both first-time offenses and recidivism, which may involve increasing funding for youth programs,
and rehabilitation programs (including accessible drug addiction assistance, and employable skills training). We
should work towards making as many citizens as possible productive members of society and economy, which
will improve our communities and reduce crime in itself.
On the reactionary front, we must closely analyze overcrowding rates and medical availability in
prison systems and craft solutions toward improving these conditions. Every country’s overall response to the
pandemic has been different, so actionable steps will be different, but countries should aim for a set of standards
for care of prisoners during this time. Actionable steps could include rapidly de-densifying prisons by releasing
prisoners who committed low-level offenses, like possessing small quantities of drugs, or other non-violent
crimes, like petty theft. Prison systems will require funding to increase medical assistance, so that doctors,
treatment, and transportation to nearby hospitals are readily available. Inmate mental health is also important,
and it is necessary to avoid overuse of isolation and extended periods without visits from loved ones. Ultimately,
prisons should seek to reduce cases and deaths from covid, which will require certain standards that facilitate
social distancing, adequate testing for both prisoners and guards, among other measures that prevent the spread.
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This is of course a nuanced issue given that limited funding is stretched across many different communities and
organizations, and it is up to the state how much of that funding should go to prison populations.
To be proactive, we must bring together elected officials, policy makers, justices, and the impacted
communities to make important decisions about the future of justice systems in each country and across the
Americas. It is clear that mano dura policies have been wholly ineffective at curbing crime and drug use, which
has made many of our communities dangerous and hurt the economy significantly. It is time for significant
changes if countries hope to regain control of crime and curb the pervasive drug trade, and delegates should be
prepared to work together to create international agreement on this issue.

While public opinion may not

support these changes, it is up to policy makers and legislators to create the type of environment where these
public is receptive in these changes and trusted officials to carry it through.
Only by attacking this problem from every angle imaginable can we hope to secure a safe
future for our posterity.
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Closing Remarks and Research
Recommendations
Prisoners are still people, and they deserve the same basic human rights as anyone else. They deserve
clean water and adequate food, sanitary conditions, and access to medical attention. However, these basic needs
are being willfully held from them, often with teh support of the public, and we cannot stand for it. The
casualties of this behavior are not just in countless lives lost, but through recidivism we lose people who could go
on to form productive members of society in all different capacities, like being great mothers and fathers to
children, or being productive employees who contribute to the economy. Instead, the state allocates ludicrous
amounts of resources towards housing these prisoners for long periods of time, and then gives little support
towards a successful rehabilitation. However, it is not too late to prevent more losses, and once again make
communities safer and desirable
The questions we are answering today are complex. They are not just of policy, or of
economics. They are of history, philosophy, justice, and more. We need to ask ourselves how
responsibility for the problem weighs into responsibility to provide our solution. We’ll need to
consider the cost benefits of investing in prisoners now or paying more for them later. Prison reform is
interdisciplinary and international, and so far, no collective action has been successful. We have a chance to
change that. With representatives from up and down the hemisphere coming together both with their problems
and their individual attempts to solve them, we can craft a vision for future sustainability and prosperity in the
region. Look into the
past policies your nation has implemented and creatively adapt it into a solution for Latin
America as a whole. Use the problems your nation faces as potential to be a voice for action in
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debate – there are a myriad of ways to try and resolve this issue. Most importantly, enjoy
yourself as you learn more about the region and grow hopeful for a better tomorrow. Please feel
free to contact me with any questions, and I’ll see you soon at HACIA 2021.

Warm regards,
Natalia Calvo
permanentcouncil@hacia-democracy.org
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Topic B:
Narcotrafficking in Latin
America
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Introduction
The illegal cocaine trade continues to thrive in Latin America even though many of the nations in the
region have waged a so-called “War on Drugs” for decades. The total manufacture of cocaine is estimated to
have doubled between 2013 and 2017.65 This increased production has led to an uptick in the narcotrafficking
activities of cartels and criminal organizations throughout Latin America. Drug Trafficking Organizations
(DTOs) transport cocaine produced in Colombia, Peru, and Bolivia across the globe. The fact that 143 countries
reported cocaine seizures between 2013 and 2017 demonstrate that cocaine’s reach truly is global.66
Although the cocaine trade has spread globally, the trade’s principal market is still the United States.
Cocaine travels via land, air, and sea from South America to major markets in the US. The US reported 18% of
the total amount of cocaine seized globally, which constituted the largest amount seized outside of Colombia.67
No other country accounts for a double-digit percentage of total seizures. Smugglers continuously develop new
trafficking methods to meet the demand for cocaine in the US. A variety of different smuggling routes and
methods are employed in order to evade detection by anti-drug authorities. Traffickers transport cocaine up the
coast through various routes in the Caribbean and the Pacific. The constantly evolving techniques of DTOs
have made it difficult for national governments and anti-drug authorities to stop the influx of cocaine. In order
to effectively combat the spread of cocaine, Latin American governments will need to work together due to the
trade’s inherently international nature.
The drug trade is marked by violence and bloodshed. The global market for illegal drugs is estimated to
be worth somewhere between 426 billion USD to 652 billion USD. Of this total, the submarket for cocaine is
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estimated at 94 billion USD to 143 billion USD.68 Of this total, the submarket for cocaine is estimated at US$94
billion to US$143 billion.69 DTOs compete for market share and are incentivized by the immense profits to be
made. In order to guarantee continued profits, DTOs use violence to control production and shipping routes
and to intimidate other rival organizations. The possession of territory is vital for a DTO’s success, leading these
organizations to constantly fight against their competitors and law enforcement agencies as they attempt to
secure their control over specific areas.70 These conflicts lead to casualties on all sides. In Colombia, an
estimated 15,000 people have died as a result of the drug trade.71 In Mexico, it is estimated that roughly 150,000
homicides since 2006 were directly related to organized crime.72 Drug-related violence is concentrated along the
major transport routes and drug shipping hubs. While drug-related violence and conflict affects countries along
shipping routes to different degrees, it is a problem that requires Latin American nations to collaborate and
share information and manpower between one another.
The Organization of American States has a responsibility to address the illegal cocaine trade due to its
violent and destructive nature. In order to take effective action, the Permanent Council will focus its efforts on
combatting cocaine trafficking to the United States as the majority of cocaine is destined for the US and these
particular routes cross through many of the Council’s member states. Member states will need to cooperate and
craft solutions together as only intergovernmental solutions will be able to address such an international
problem. By limiting the spread of cocaine, member states will be able to better guarantee security throughout
the region.
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This bulletin will detail the history and current state of the international cocaine trade as well as efforts
made to curtail the flow of this illegal drug. By considering the successes and failures of previous policies, this
committee can better create new agreements that more effectively limit the continued success of
narcotraffickers. As a member of the OAS’s Permanent Council, you have the opportunity to actively combat
the spread of violence and corruption fostered by the trafficking of cocaine. These following pages combined
with your supplemental research should arm you with the knowledge necessary to develop a creative and
effective solution to this regional crisis.
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Aims of the Committee
As discussed before, the illegal cocaine trade has had a negative impact on development and security in
Latin America for decades. Narcotrafficking is a problem for any country in which the production or distribution
of cocaine occurs. This trade has led to hundreds of thousands of casualties and has spread fear and chaos in
areas along drug shipping routes. Combatting the influence of drug lords and cartels will establish order and
security in areas in which Drug Trafficking Organizations used to hold sway.
The Organization of American States was established to promote peace and protect the common good
of its member states. Article I of the OAS Charter states that one of the essential purposes of the OAS is “to
strengthen peace and security of the continent.”73 DTOS directly undermine this mission as they create
violence, disorder, and corruption in all the areas in which they operate. This committee must discuss ways in
which the growing influence of DTOs can be reversed.
This committee will need to examine the various methods available to counter the increase in
narcotrafficking activity. Possible policies will primarily be related to conducting operations to seize cocaine
shipments and to limit DTOs’ financing and business activities. Other strategies may pertain to eliminating
corruption and increasing resources for lower income communities along drug trafficking routes. This body has
the ability to consider solutions that span multiple sectors. Through considering a wide variety of possible
solutions, this committee can come up with the most effective framework to oppose the efforts of international
DTOs across the Americas.
Ultimately, the aim of this committee is to create a regional plan outlining the ways in which the
member states will work together to combat narcotrafficking. First, the Permanent Council will outline measures
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that each member state must adopt in their respective countries. These measures will help limit the violence and
corruption attributable to DTOs as well as to help standardize the methods and strategies of counter-narcotics
groups across the region. By first focusing on situations member states can address in their own countries, the
OAS will help guarantee that the overall plan has strong foundations in each country. The Permanent Council
should then create an agreement detailing the level of cooperation required by each member to combat
narcotrafficking on a regional level. This plan should detail possible plans to share information, collaborate on
counter-narcotics operations, and raise monetary aid to combat DTOs. The committee should also address the
factors that facilitate the spread and influence of the cocaine trade. You are in the position to weaken a major
source of violence in the Americas and improve the lives of thousands of people in areas plagued by drug
violence. Let’s show drug traffickers that we will no longer allow them to create chaos and bloodshed.
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Topic in Context
Topic History
Cocaine has been a widespread issue in Latin America for decades. The trade has actually had a global
reach for almost half a century. In order to better understand the nature of cocaine trafficking, we must examine
how the trade has evolved and the ramifications it has had on the region. By understanding the logistics and
scope of the trade, we can draft focused solutions that will hinder the efforts of DTOs.
The stimulant nature of coca leaves has been known for thousands of years. Indigenous communities in
South America chewed coca leaves long before the arrival of the Spanish. While this practice continues to this
day among indigenous communities, chewing coca leaves is very different than inhaling the processed cocaine
trafficked by DTOs. The cocaine content in coca leaves
ranges from 0.5% to 1%.74 The alkaloid Cocaine was first
isolated from coca leaves in 1859 by Albert Niemann, a
German Chemist.75 Cocaine was then touted as a wonder
drug by the medical community during the late 19th
century. Cocaine’s side effects quickly became apparent,
however, leading the US government to ban cocaine in
1922.76 Cocaine later emerged as a popular, recreational

Coca leaves before being manufactured into
cocaine.

drug in the late 1970s. This major moneymaking opportunity incentivized DTOs to begin trafficking cocaine to
the US.77
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Golden Age for Colombian Cartels
Drug cartels and DTOs grew rapidly throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s. This period first saw
the rise of the infamous Colombian cartels. These cartels were able to meet the growing demand for cocaine in
the US due to established marijuana distribution networks.78 Marijuana trafficking had previously been
dominated by DTOs in Mexico, but the Mexican and US governments cracked down on Mexican marijuana
production and distribution during the mid-1970s. Drug traffickers in Colombia capitalized on this opportunity
and quickly became the primary distributors of marijuana and later cocaine in the US.
Even though illegal drugs had been trafficked from South America to the United States throughout the
20th century, Colombian DTOs compounded the problem by turning the cocaine trade into a major operation.
By the late 1970s, Colombian traffickers utilized major airlift operations to transport cocaine to the US.79
During this trafficking expansion, Colombian DTOs typically transported cocaine via routes throughout the
Caribbean. Trafficking operations employed small planes and “go-fast” boats to avoid detection and stopped on
small islands throughout the Caribbean to re-fuel or hide. The Medellín cartel, for example, used Norman’s Cay
in the Bahamas as their primary transshipment center in the area.80 Pilots would stop in Norman’s Cay to refuel as they made the trip from Colombia to the US. This new technique popularized by Carlos Lehder and
Pablo Escobar of the Medellín cartel revolutionized the cocaine trade. US consumption and demand rapidly
increased as cocaine became readily available. Between 1976 and 1982, the total amount of cocaine smuggled
into the US rose from 17 metric tons to 45.81
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Early cocaine smuggling routes used by Pablo Escobar and his associates.

Due to the success of the Caribbean distribution network, DTOs focused their efforts and operations in
the region. Miami quickly became the principal port of entry for cocaine into the US. By the mid-1980s, over
70% of the cocaine consumed in the US came through Miami.82 Rival trafficking operations fought to control
their access to territory and distribution networks, causing bloodshed and violence throughout Colombia and
South Florida. Law enforcement agencies began to focus their efforts to curtail the flow of cocaine and
increasing violence of DTOs. The rise in cocaine smuggled was also accompanied by a rise in seizures. The
majority of seizures were unsurprisingly located in the Caribbean due to its role as a trafficking hub. Over 75%
of cocaine seizures in this period took place in the Caribbean, signaling the Caribbean’s position as the center of
82

Hyland.
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the cocaine trade.83 The dominance of Caribbean distribution routes was not to last, however, as governments
and drug enforcement agencies began to concentrate much of their effort in the region.

Transition to Mexican Control
The cocaine trade experienced some major changes in the 1990s due to a new set of dominant players.
Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, cocaine production and distribution was controlled by the Colombian
cartels. More specifically, the two major rivals were the Medellín cartel headed by Pablo Escobar and the Cali
cartel run by Gilberto and Miguel Rodriguez.84 Increased pressure from law enforcement and conflicts with
other DTOs ultimately led to the demise of the Medellín cartel as well as that of the Cali cartel a few years later.
Some of the actions and policies employed against these DTOs by governments and law enforcement agencies
will be detailed later in this bulletin. Although such policies were successful in taking down two of the largest
DTOs, they ultimately had little effect on the flow of cocaine into the US. One of the immediate consequences
of the dissolutions of the Medellin and Cali cartels was a drastic increase in drug-fueled violence as smaller drug
trafficking organizations fought to gain control of the territory that had previously belonged to the two major
cartels.85 In Colombia, high levels of violence broke out amongst cartelitos (smaller cartels), guerrillas, and
paramilitary militias. None of these groups, however, were able to achieve the success of the Medellin or Cali
cartels. The resulting vacuum was gradually filled by Mexican DTOs.86 Their newfound success was due in part
to a shift in smuggling routes from the Caribbean to Central America.
Shifts in narcotrafficking strategies since the 1980s have followed a so-called “balloon effect.” The
“balloon effect” is the idea that increased pressure on one drug route will lead to an increase in smuggling
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activity along another as DTOs alter their strategies to avoid law enforcement.87 The first major instance of the
“balloon effect” occurred when DTOs shifted drug distribution networks from the Caribbean to Mexico. This
shift started when Mexico began to serve as a transit zone for cocaine and marijuana destined for the US during
the mid-1980s.88 This transition was initiated by the Colombian cartels but was later solidified by their Mexican
counterparts. These new routes included stops in Panama and Central America before reaching Mexico.89 The
majority of these new routes were along the Pacific coast, but boats and planes continued to follow paths along
both the Pacific and Gulf Corridors.90 Cocaine would ultimately arrive in Mexico before being smuggled across
the border to be sold in the US.
The primary DTOs that arose in Mexico at this time included the Sinaloa Federation and the Gulf
Cartel.91 The Sinaloa cartel was formerly headed by Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzman and is considered to be the
largest of the Mexican DTOs. The US Attorney General’s office estimated that the Sinaloa cartel imported
roughly 200 tons of cocaine between 1990 and 2008.92 While it is difficult to pinpoint the reason for the Sinaloa
cartel’s success, it is interesting to note the group’s organizational structure as it has helped the group survive far
longer than its Colombian predecessors. Even though the Sinaloa group is most often referred to as a cartel, it
more closely fits the definition of a federation. Law enforcement agencies typically categorize this group as an
alliance between multiple major drug capos who each maintain their own separate but cooperating
organizations.93 “El Chapo” may have appeared to be the de-facto leader of the group, but, in reality, he was
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just the most visible of the organization’s three main leaders. The Sinaloa cartel’s horizontal structure aided its
success over the years as its different leaders were each able to organize new alliances with other DTOs and
establish strong connections with the economic and political elite of Mexico.

As the Mexican DTOs grew, law enforcement
agencies began to employ their efforts and
resources against these groups. Initiatives in
Mexico made certain smuggling routes more
difficult and dangerous than they had
previously been throughout the 1990s. These
Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán, one of the heads of the Sinaloa
Cartel, after getting captured.

policies led to another “balloon effect.” While

the primary Mexican distribution routes remained active (and continue to be so now), the major DTOs began to
consider other possible transportation routes. For this reason, drug operations began to expand throughout the
rest of Central America during the 2000s. This expansion focused on Guatemala and Honduras.94 Both of these
countries were prime locations for narcotrafficking as they were weaker states that lacked the militarization
against DTOs that existed in Mexico. The Mexican DTOs were joined in this period by DTOs in other
countries incentivized by the immense profits still available to be made. Colombian DTOs continued to manage
much of the production in Colombia, although they remained smaller and less powerful than the cartels of the
1980s.

Other Major Trafficking Groups
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Beyond Mexico, Venezuela has also been plagued with powerful DTOs. Venezuela’s major DTO, Cartel
de los Soles (Cartel of the Suns), was founded during the mid-1990s by army officers in the Chavista regime and
expanded to include many high-ranking government officials.95 Drug trafficking structures quickly penetrated
the regime, securing freedom from arrest for many of the ministers and officers involved in narcotrafficking
operations.
DTO leaders in Venezuela benefitted from their connections to the ruling regime and Venezuela’s
proximity to Colombia. Venezuelan leaders Hugo Chavez and Nicolas Maduro did little to limit the activity of
the cartel. The Venezuelan government passed policies that aided the narcotraffickers, including kicking out the
DEA in 2005.96 This action removed all international anti-narcotics intelligence from the country, granting
Venezuelan DTOs even more freedom. Venezuelan DTOs also had a geographic advantage as the country
shares a border with Colombia. Venezuela is next to the Colombian region of Catatumbo, which is one of the
cheapest places to produce cocaine in the world.97 Since DTOs in Venezuela utilize the country’s ports as
departure points, transport of cocaine from its production to initial distribution centers is easier and safer than
in other countries. By working with DTOs in Colombia, Venezuelan cartels helped popularize new routes
throughout Central America. One of the most popular routes in the late-2000s was an aerial route from
Venezuela to Honduras, which emerged after the coup d’etat against Honduran President Manuel Zelaya in
2009.98 Planes would follow a dogleg path in order to avoid Colombian airspace.99 By avoiding Colombian ports
and distribution centers, DTOs managed to evade the most vigilant counter-narcotics agencies. The relative
safety of this route quickly made it into one of the most trafficked in the region.
“Venezuela: A Mafia State?” InSight Crime. 2018. https://es.insightcrime.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Venezuela-a-Mafia-State-InSightCrime-2018.pdf. pp. 14.
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This leads us to the state of the cocaine trade today. While Central America remains a central trafficking
hub, recent law enforcement initiatives have continued to influence the evolution of narcotrafficking routes
throughout Latin America. This next section of the bulletin will explore some of the measures governments
have taken to oppose cocaine smugglers. Counter-narcotics policies have included both successes and failures in
the past, but by examining the historical record, we should be able to ascertain what effects future initiatives may
have.
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Previous Attempts to Resolve
Narcotrafficking
Nations across the Americas have actively engaged in the “War on Drugs” since the early-1970s. These
campaigns arose as the amount of illegal narcotics trafficked began to balloon. Since the United States has
always been the principal destination for cocaine, the US has often exerted control and influence over counterdrug efforts in the region through dictating policy and offering monetary aid.
Initial efforts to suppress the growing cocaine trade focused on Colombia. US President Richard Nixon
established the Drug Enforcement Administration in 1973.100 A large portion of the DEA’s activity focused on
operations throughout Colombia. The DEA conducted joint operations with the National Police and
Colombian Army to both eradicate narcotrafficking operations and eliminate cartel leaders. While counter-drug
efforts were aimed to eliminate production in Colombia, resources were also devoted to combat drug smuggling
along the cocaine routes in the Caribbean.

Plan Colombia
Even though several countries had already collaborated with the United States on counter-drug
operations for decades, the first major anti-trafficking initiative was Plan Colombia between Colombia and the
US. Plan Colombia was approved by US Congress in 2000.101 At the time, Colombia appeared to be on the
brink of crisis due to spreading lawlessness and conflict. It appeared that the democratic government was at risk
of being overwhelmed by violent actors, such as the FARC. In 1999, nearly 2,000 terrorist acts and 3,000
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kidnappings took place in Colombia.102 The Colombian state was clearly confronted by a major security threat.
The US government decided to offer aid, however, because many of the guerilla and paramilitary groups in
Colombia were fueled by cocaine trade profits. After the demise of the Medellín and Cali cartels, violent guerilla
groups had become DTOs in order to fill the vacuum left behind by the earlier cartels.
Plan Colombia was successful in certain regards, but did little to actually suppress the global cocaine
trade. Aid under Plan Colombia totaled about 10 billion USD between 2000 and 2016.103 The plan, however,
was skewed towards anti-drug operations and focused on the military. Military forces in Colombia were able to
drastically improve the state of security in the nation. Between 2002 and 2009, annual kidnappings dropped
from almost 3,000 to 200 abductions.104 The increase in militarization against DTOs and guerilla groups also
led to major problems. Innocent civilians in certain rural areas suffered due to programs sponsored by the plan.
One major issue was the “False positives” scandal. The scandal emerged in 2008 when it was revealed that
military officers were rewarded for the number of insurgents they captured or killed.105 In order to increase their
bonuses, military officers would kill innocent civilians and present them as insurgents to increase their body
counts. It is estimated that over 3,000 innocent civilians were murdered between 2004 and 2008 as part of this
practice.106 Poor Colombians also suffered due to massive coca eradication and aerial fumigation campaigns.107
While certain social programs aimed to introduce legal farming alternatives to farmers whose livelihoods were
effected by coca eradication, they were often poorly implemented, leaving rural farmers with nothing.
Ultimately, Plan Colombia reduced violence in Colombia, but did little to curtail the amount of cocaine being
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trafficked throughout Latin America. The pressure on drug operations caused by Plan Colombia led DTOs to
shift narcotrafficking efforts to other regions, as explained by the “balloon effect.”

The Mérida Initiative
The next major bilateral counter-drug plan was the Mérida Initiative. Mexico and the United States
signed the first Letter of Agreement for the Mérida Initiative in December 2008.108 This initiative aimed to
combat narcotrafficking, money laundering, and transnational organized crime.109 The plan was based around
four central pillars: disrupt capacity of organized crime to operate, institutionalize capacity to sustain rule of
law, create a 21st century border structure, and build strong and resilient communities.110 Overall, the Mexican
government has received roughly 2.9 billion USD as part of this initiative.111
During this period, the Mexican government also adopted and practiced the “kingpin” strategy. The
“kingpin” strategy consists in targeting the leaders of DTOs to either incarcerate or eliminate them. This
strategy has been widely used by Mexican anti-drug forces since the presidency of Felipe Calderón. While the
removal of a DTO leader may appear to be a major victory for anti-drug agencies, it appears that these
operations do little to decrease the amount of cocaine being trafficked. Since DTOs serve established markets
with continued demand, leadership decapitation cannot end all narcotrafficking activities.112 Leadership removal
may destroy existing DTOs as shown by the demise of the Medellín and Cali cartels in Colombia, but new
organizations will fill the space left behind by previous DTOs. This strategy actually appears to have resulted in
“The Merida Initiative.” U.S. Embassy & Consulates in Mexico. https://mx.usembassy.gov/our-relationship/policy-history/the-meridainitiative/.
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increased violence as new DTOs or factions of established ones fight for control over profitable smuggling
routes.113 This appears to have been the case in Mexico as the “kingpin” strategy may have lowered drug-related
violence between 2006 and 2007, but drug-related violence continuously increased in the years that followed.114
In fact, 2019 is considered to be the bloodiest year in Mexico’s history with more than 35,500 recorded
homicides.115 The majority of these were most likely due to drug-related violence.
The Mérida Initiative has received both support and criticism since its adoption in 2008. The initiative
has improved drug detection technology and communications systems along the US-Mexico border. One such
measure was a secure, telecommunications system between 10 American and Mexican sister cities along the
border.116 Various surveillance aircraft and drug inspection equipment have also been provided to the Mexican
Navy and Federal Police.117 Another major part of the initiative aimed to improve the strength of the Mexican
judicial system via widespread reforms. One such reform shifted the Mexican judicial system to an adversarial
public trial system in the hopes of increasing transparency and reducing corruption.118 Multiple drug treatment
courts (DTCs) were also established in five Mexican states in order to help reduce illegal drug consumption in
Mexico.119 The Organization of American States has also assisted on this measure. A drug treatment court is a
court that aims to stop drug abuse and drug-related criminal activity through treatment and rehabilitation
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programs.120 These courts allow participants to recover and work towards a healthier lifestyle, rather than going
to jail.
The Mérida Initiative has also experienced setbacks and shortcomings, however. While the initiative
aimed to combat narcotrafficking and corruption, drug-related violence and corruption have worsened since it
was originally implemented.121 As shown by the
“kingpin” strategy, the initiative has continuously
supported violent tactics against DTOs which has led
to an unprecedented level of violence in Mexico.122
Even though the Mexican judicial system has been
reformed, it is still marred by corruption. Some
critics have argued that judicial reforms have
consisted of forcing the American system onto

An officer patrolling a United States-Mexico border
checkpoint

Mexican courts. Judicial reforms that can be more
successfully implemented should be considered instead.

Other Security Agreements
Other anti-narcotrafficking efforts have included security partnerships between nations throughout Latin
America. Two prominent examples are the Central America Regional Security Initiative (CARSI) and the
Caribbean Basin Security Initiative (CBSI). CARSI consists of the United States, Belize, Costa Rica, El
Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama.123 Since 2008, the US has distributed $US 979
“Drug Treatment Courts Work!” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 2005. https://www.unodc.org/pdf/
drug_treatment_courts_flyer.pdf.
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million to support counter-trafficking measures in these Central American nations.124 The other major security
partnership has been CBSI. CBSI targets US assistance and aid to the areas of maritime and aerial security
cooperation, law enforcement capacity, border and port security, justice sector reform, and crime prevention.125
US Congress appropriated 617 million USD for CBSI between 2010 and 2020.126 The members of CBSI
include Antigua and Barbuda, the Bahamas, Barbados, Dominica, the Dominican Republic, Grenada, Guyana,
Jamaica, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname, and Trinidad and Tobago.127
CBSI holds working group conferences for member nations to discuss strategies and current measures taken
against narcotrafficking. A recent meeting was held in June 2019 in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic.128
Member states identified priorities that consisted of the creation of an information exchange network, the
improvement of maritime coordination for interdiction, and the development of regional training capacity.129
None of these initiatives have successfully eradicated the illegal cocaine trade. Narcotraffickers continue
to smuggle cocaine throughout Latin America. Future policies will need to consider the potential consequences
of taking action against DTOs. One major lesson to be taken from past failures is that focused initiatives will fall
victim to the “balloon” effect. If the majority of resources are directed against DTOs in one particular area or
country, trafficking hubs will simply shift to areas with less pressure. Another lesson is that rampant
militarization against DTOs can cause heightened levels of violence and disorder in certain areas.
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The Issue Today
Latin American counter-drug agencies continue to fight against the spread of cocaine trafficking. Even
though none of the existing initiatives have successfully dismantled the cocaine trade, they have helped hinder
the efforts and success of many DTOs. In 2017, global cocaine seizures reached 1,275 tons.130 At the time, this
was the largest quantity ever recorded. This development demonstrates two existing truths: counter-trafficking
agencies are improving their methods and seeing more success, but DTOs are also increasing their cocaine
trafficking activities. DTOs clearly pose a clear threat to the well-being and safety of nations across Latin
America.
The narcotrafficking landscape has changed over the last decade. Smuggling routes are slowly evolving
due to heightened pressure along existing routes by national governments and armed forces. On account of
recent pressure in Mexico and Central America via the Mérida Initiative and CARSI, there has been a recent
resurgence of the Caribbean routes.131 As of 2017, approximately 16% of documented cocaine was trafficked
through Caribbean routes, while 84% went through the Eastern Pacific.132 This marks about a 60% increase in
the quantity of cocaine trafficked through the Caribbean since 2010.133 Admittedly, this may not appear to be a
major change, but it suggests that DTOs may increase their Caribbean activities in the near future, especially as
pressure mounts in Central America. Evidence for this shift can be found in the Dominican Republic.
Dominican DTOs have become more sophisticated and now both serve as intermediaries for Colombian and
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Mexican DTOs and move their own shipments destined for the United States.134 According to the Dirección
Nacional de Control de Drogas (DNCD) in the DR, at least 120 tons of cocaine pass through the country each
year.135 This constitutes about 15% of annual global production. The resurgence of Caribbean trafficking has
also been influenced by Venezuela’s growing position as a regional cocaine hub. It is currently estimated that
about 400 metric tons of cocaine are transiting through Venezuela each year.136 Venezuelan DTOs are now
operating across the Caribbean.
Smuggling methods have evolved to bypass detection techniques. Maritime routes continue to be the
preferred option, but DTOs have increasingly utilized other methods in order to evade law enforcement.
Between 2013 and 2017, 55% of significant cocaine seizures were at sea, while 25% were on land and 15%
were at airports.137 It is easiest for DTOs to avoid detection on the water. One interesting new development has
been the “narco-sub.” A “narco-submarine” is a semi-submersible vessel that travels a few feet under the water
to avoid radar technology.138 These vessels
were first used by Colombian DTOs in the
1990s, but the method has seen increasing
popularity in recent years due to their low
costs.139 A “narco-submarine” worth about
50,000 USD can carry thousands of
kilograms of cocaine. In June 2019, the US
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Coast Guard intercepted a “narco-sub” carrying 7,700 kilograms of cocaine, which is worth about 232 million
USD. DTOs also employ more commonplace methods such as concealing cocaine in commercial cargo and on
cruise ships, as well as utilizing “mules” to transport the drug on airplanes.140
There is also a danger that certain national governments have become increasingly involved with DTO
operations. In November 2016, two of Nicolás Maduro’s nephews were convicted of conspiring to traffic 800
kilograms of cocaine into the United States.141 They are currently serving 18 years of imprisonment. While the
extent to which the Venezuelan government may have been involved in this plan is not clear, it is troublesome
that governments may be participating in trafficking activities alongside established DTOs. Other governments
must address these activities as they may continue to grow into a larger issue.

The COVID-19 Crisis
Covid-19 has had profound impacts across the different elements and players of the global economy.
The novel coronavirus has led to changes in the organization and supply chains of companies across the world.
While some industries and companies have been more greatly affected by the pandemic, no firm has escaped
unaffected. Unsurprisingly, Drug Trafficking Organizations (DTOs) have had to alter their operations and
strategies due to Covid-19.
The coronavirus pandemic has created major changes in the illegal cocaine trade. Disruptions to air
travel and closed borders in many countries have limited cocaine shipments. These impediments forced DTO
leaders to look for alternative shipping routes and methods. Anti-drug measures have varied by country as
national governments have had to divert resources to combatting the ongoing pandemic. This update paper will
detail the impact that the first few months of the pandemic had on DTO operations. It will also include
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potential changes that may occur in the illegal narcotics trade influenced by the impact of Covid-19. Future
measures undertaken by the Organization of American States to counter DTOs must consider the everchanging nature of these transnational criminal groups.
Covid-19 proved to be a major problem for DTOs around the globe. Many counter-narcotics agencies
have reported shortages of some recreational drugs at the retail level on account of lockdown restrictions.142
These shortages were most likely due to disruptions to existing traffic routes and smuggling methods, as well as
disruptions to the existing cocaine production supply chain. Lockdown measures may have also drastically
decreased cocaine consumption due to restrictions on recreational settings, including nightclubs and music
festivals. 143
The major issue that DTOs face on account of the coronavirus epidemic is large-scale disruptions to
traditional narcotrafficking routes and methods. The reduction in legal cross-border traffic has been devastating
for DTOs as their operations rely on open ports and borders. Drugs are often hidden in legal cargo, which
means that this reduction has limited smuggling.144 This change has had the largest effect on DTOs that rely on
air routes. In order to curb the pandemic, many governments have enacted travel bans or limits on air travel
which have reduced smuggling operations along aerial routes.145 Even though the illegal cocaine trade has been
affected by the reduction in air traffic, the bulk of cocaine is smuggled via marine routes, which allows for a
continuation of this trade during the pandemic. It appears, however, that DTOs responded by decreasing their
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number of shipments, while increasing the size of each shipment. Drug seizures in the United States between
January and April 2020 were lower than the same period in 2019, which supports this conclusion.146
DTOs have also dealt with disruptions along their cocaine production supply chains. Reductions in
global trade have led to shortages in the precursor materials that DTOs need to manufacture cocaine. In
Colombia, for example, producers suffered from a shortage of gasoline which impeded production.147 The
pandemic also led to a major decline in the price of coca leaves.148 This drop in price was especially drastic in
Peru. In some regions, coca prices fell by as much as 73 percent.149 The decline in prices could have led to a
short-term reduction in coca bush cultivation as farmers switched to more lucrative crops.
Counter-narcotics initiatives have also been impacted by the coronavirus pandemic. While counternarcotics agencies continued to operate in the midst of Covid-19, national governments focused most of their
attention on combatting the disease, rather than DTOs. DTOs focused on evolving their operations in respond
to Covid-19, and in some cases, fought over territory with rival cartels as they aimed to secure trafficking routes.
In March of 2020, Mexico registered 2,585 homicides, which was the highest monthly figure ever recorded at
the time.150 Covid-19 also interrupted state efforts in Bolivia to control coca bush cultivation.151 There are also
national governments that have increased their measures against DTOs, however. In the midst of a national
lockdown, Colombian troops accelerated their eradication of coca fields. Additionally, some peaceful counternarcotics initiatives continued during the pandemic. The Peruvian government augmented their programs to
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promote alternative crops in regions that grow coca.152 This program appeared especially timely due to the
major decline in coca prices.
Covid-19 may lead to a critical juncture in the illegal cocaine trade. DTOs may ultimately make
decisions and undertake changes that determine the future of narcotrafficking. National governments and
intergovernmental organizations will most likely need to reevaluate their counter-drugs initiatives in response to
some of these changes. The aspects of narcotrafficking that are most likely to change due to the pandemic are
smuggling methods and competition amongst DTOs.
Lockdown measures, travel bans, and reduced trade will most likely force DTOs to adopt major changes
in their smuggling methods. Even though these changes are being adopted with the short-term in mind, it is
probable that they will become the new norm. The reduction in air travel has already led to an increase in direct
cocaine shipments by sea cargo. Cocaine-trafficking DTOs will continue to expand their maritime efforts. The
number of maritime routes to Europe from South America will most likely increase in the near future.153 DTOs
will also increase the amount of cocaine trafficked to the US via maritime routes. The pandemic may also lead
to major changes in the methods used to smuggle narcotics. DTOs will increase their usage of drones and
submarines to transport cocaine. While many DTOs already have these capabilities, it appears likely that they
will increase investment in these areas in order to use these methods more.154 In a decade, DTOs may use aerial
and maritime drones to transport narcotics along most of the major smuggling routes.
The competitive landscape of narcotrafficking may also be disturbed by the pandemic. Covid-19 will
most likely lead to consolidation in many industries as smaller firms shut down and larger firms take more
market share. This process may also take place amongst DTOs. Large cartels have stockpiles of cash and drugs
they can use to weather the disruption caused by Covid-19. Many smaller DTOs do not have this luxury,
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however, and may not survive the pandemic.155 This may lead to more cartel violence as larger DTOs take over
the territory and routes formally controlled by their smaller counterparts. It remains to be seen what will occur,
but the pandemic will most likely cause a major shake-up of the narcotrafficking landscape.
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The Crux of Debate
Ideological Conflicts
The ideologies of governing parties in Latin America often change as democratically-elected parties are
voted in and out of power. For this reason, the views of OAS members on the subject of cocaine trafficking
continuously shift. Most governments will claim that they oppose narcotrafficking, but may actually take no
action to do so on account of limited resources or government involvement in the cocaine trade.
Cocaine trafficking is a regional issue that will require intergovernmental cooperation. While the
majority of OAS members do cooperate to a certain degree, some countries have decided to stop working with
the United States and the DEA. This is one of the major differences in how various Latin American nations
handle their efforts against DTOs and narcotrafficking. Countries, such as Venezuela and Bolivia, who have
expelled the DEA, did so as they believed US intervention was a form of imperialism and did more harm than
good. Some ideologies are therefore hesitant to share information and conduct joint operations with other OAS
member states.
Another potential conflict will
pertain to the militarization of counter-drug
efforts. Certain nations have been more
receptive to the violent “War on Drugs”
approach led by the United States. The
increased militarization against DTOs led
to heightened levels of violence and murder throughout Latin America, which has discouraged various countries
from continuing such tactics. Certain nations may desire to continue employing force against DTOs, while
others may condemn such activities.
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Country Blocs
In terms of anti-narcotrafficking cooperation, there are two main organized blocs allied with the United
States, CARSI states and CBSI states. Nations in these blocs receive monetary aid and personnel training from
the US and also may conduct joint operations with the DEA. These agreements are poised to continue in the
near future. The US Congress appropriated 60 million USD for the CBSI program in 2020.156 CARSI and
CBSI members have agreed to work with the US and implement certain strategies favored by the DEA.
Other countries may not belong to either organization, but will still share similar characteristics and
strategies in the fight against narcotrafficking. There are countries, such as Colombia and Mexico, that do not
belong to either CARSI or CBSI, but still receive anti-drug funding from the United States. These nations often
cooperate with the DEA and follow US-sponsored protocol, but may sometimes decide not to implement
policies favored by Washington. These countries devote large amounts of their own budgets to counter-narcotics
strategies, so they are a bit more independent than CARSI and CBSI states in terms of following US policy.
The other major bloc consists of countries that have expelled the DEA, such as Venezuela and Bolivia.
Venezuela kicked out the DEA in 2005, while Bolivia did so in 2008.157 Nations that are part of this group may
be allied with other OAS member states against narcotrafficking, however. They may share information and
coordinate strategy with other Latin American states, but they have vowed not to work with the DEA. These
nations have no intentions to request anti-drug monetary aid from the US or to ally their anti-drug task squads
with the DEA.
The last bloc is comprised of the United States and Canada. These nations are destinations for the
cocaine trafficked by DTOs throughout Latin America. The US, however, has been far more involved in the
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“War on Drugs” and counter-narcotics strategies than Canada has. The US is allied with many OAS member
states on the topic of cocaine trafficking and offers monetary aid to many Permanent Council members.

Non-OAS Interests
Cocaine trafficking is a global issue, so many parties will be interested in the action taken by the
Permanent Council on this subject. All cocaine smuggling routes begin in Latin America, so effective action in
the region would have the most dramatic effect on curbing the global spread of illegal narcotics. For this reason,
other international bodies have granted monetary aid to Latin American countries and played an active role in
the “War on Drugs.” One influential party is the European Union. The EU has implemented various initiatives
to fight the spread of DTOs. One such program is the Cocaine Route Programme (CRP). Since 2009, the EU
has committed over €50 million to fight narcotrafficking in Latin America and the Caribbean through this
program.158 Over 40 countries have received monetary aid from the EU. The EU also grants aid on an
individual basis to specific countries. One country that receives annual aid from the EU is Bolivia. Bolivia
receives €35 million annually from the EU.159 Current EU initiatives may be affected by action taken by this
committee, so Europe will be monitoring the decisions made by the Permanent Council.
The violence and chaos caused by DTOs has also led to many waves of migration over the last few
decades. This trend continues to this day as many people flee DTO-controlled areas in order to escape the
dangers presented by narcotrafficking groups. Permanent Council members will need to be wary of this issue as
migration has had a major impact on both Latin America and the rest of the world.
Committee Jurisdiction
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The OAS Permanent Council has a substantial degree of power to take action against DTOs and the
illegal cocaine trade. The Permanent Council can prepare agreements to be proposed to the General Assembly
and adopt provisions that enable the General Secretariat to carry out its functions.160 If two thirds of the
ministers present at a Permanent Council session approve of a collective action or policy, the General
Secretariat will be required to begin implementing the new policy. Such provisions can promote cooperation and
action amongst the OAS, the United Nations, regional institutions, and other major actors in the Americas.
The Permanent Council can have a major influence on efforts to curb narcotrafficking across Latin
America. DTOs are a constant threat to Latin American citizens due to their impact on security, violence,
corruption, and government stability in the region. On account of the OAS’s mandate, this committee must take
action to eliminate the negative influences of DTOs. By curbing the growing influence of narcotraffickers, the
OAS will help improve the welfare and well-being of individuals across Latin America.

Past Action
The OAS has addressed the problem of narcotrafficking and DTOs before. One major action was the
creation of the OAS Drug Report in 2013. At the Sixth Summit of the Americas in 2012, the OAS was tasked
with creating a report that would frankly analyze the problem of narcotrafficking in Latin America and the
impact of policies that had been taken to combat DTOs.161 One year later, the OAS General Assembly met to
discuss the report and address the issue of narcotrafficking. The OAS Drug Report was one of the first reports
by a major multilateral organization to consider various approaches to solve the drug problem.162
The OAS Drug Report led to months of debate and conversation on the viability of various countertrafficking strategies. While many actors had different ideas and opinions on the topic, there did appear to be
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several broad areas of consensus. Most parties believed that dismantling DTOs would require increased regional
cooperation and that judicial institutions needed to be reformed and strengthened.163 While the report outlined
possible strategies, it did not require OAS members to adopt any specific policies in their own states. For this
reason, not enough action has been taken to increase regional cooperation and action since the report was
published in 2013. This committee should build on the report with new research and propose regional initiatives
to conquer the DTO problem.

Need for Regional Cooperation
Cocaine trafficking has been a region-wide problem in Latin America for decades. The large number of
trafficking routes has ensured that all OAS member states have experienced some degree of cocaine trafficking.
For this reason, the Permanent Council can only address this issue effectively by creating regional cooperation
against DTOs and the illegal drug trade. In the OAS Drug Report, Ricardo Lagos, the former President of
Chile, remarked that “drug trafficking should be addressed multilaterally; domestic policies by each country on
its own do not work.”164 OAS member states must see how they can cooperate and simultaneously place
pressure on existing DTOs. Creating regional cooperation does not necessarily require member states to
continue or reinstitute DEA involvement. It does require member states to consider sharing information,
conducting joint operations, or applying similar amounts of pressure on DTO activities, however.
One of the defining decisions in a given Latin American country’s anti-narcotrafficking policy is whether
or not they will ally themselves with the United States. The majority of OAS member states, however, receive
aid from the US and coordinate with the DEA. The US grants aid to countries through regional initiatives and
individual action plans. As has been previously discussed in this bulletin, the two major regional counter-
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narcotics initiatives are CARSI and CBSI. The US also grants funds on a focused basis to individual countries,
such as Colombia under Plan Colombia and Mexico under the Mérida Initiative. These nations should be more
open to intergovernmental cooperation and action against cocaine smuggling. Member states of the various
security initiatives have suggested a need to increase regional coordination and communication amongst
members of their respective initiatives. These nations will also probably want to continue US involvement in any
regional agreement created by the Permanent Council.
There are also nations that oppose DEA involvement in their counter-drug operations and strategy.
These nations do not want to be subject to the policies and recommendations of the United States and the
DEA. While this group may also support increased regional cooperation, they will oppose DEA oversight.
Bolivia, for example, works with Peru to disrupt the cocaine smuggling air bridge between them, but has not
worked with the DEA for over a decade. Peru receives US$120 million annually from the United States to
combat narcotrafficking.165 This demonstrates that certain nations may agree to cooperate with countries that
are already allied with the US, but will not agree to work with the DEA themselves.
The final bloc consists of non-Latin American parties, such as the United States and Canada. The US,
especially, will want to play a major role in any new provisions agreed upon by the Permanent Council because
the US has arguably been the most important actor in the efforts to eliminate cocaine trafficking over the last
few decades. The US has strong interests in counter-narcotics efforts and will want OAS member states to
adhere to policies favored by the current government.
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Questions a Resolution Paper Must
Answer
•

To what extent should OAS member states be expected to cooperate with one another and ally their
efforts against DTOs?

•

How can Latin American nations strengthen their judicial systems and decrease the influence of
corruption?

•

How can Latin American countries dissuade their youth from joining DTOs?

•

Should the violent strategies of the past be continued in the future? Is there a level of violence that is
unacceptable?

•

Are there strategies to eliminate specific DTOs without causing increased violence amongst smaller
groups?

•

Should legalizing drugs play a role in the fight against narcotrafficking as a whole?

•

How should initiatives combatting drug trafficking differ from and complement those combatting
production of illicit drugs?
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Position Papers
As you write your position papers, delegates must follow the views and ideals of the nations they
represent. Most OAS member states already have policies in place in regards to DTOs and cocaine trafficking.
Delegates must research the existing policies of their respective nations in order to determine what policies their
governments would want to present to the Permanent Council. All delegates should be attempting to reduce the
spread of narcotrafficking across Latin America.
Different nations, however, employ different strategies to address this issue. For this reason, there are
various directions that a committee solution may take. Certain nations will be more interested in sharing
personnel, information, and resources, while others may believe that this infringes on their national sovereignty
and privacy. Many nations have already joined regional security initiatives that help coordinate joint action and
operations. Some countries believe that these must be strengthened in order to be more effective, while some
countries may have no interest in joining such organizations. Committee members must also consider the
customs of their respective nations. In some countries, for example, coca farming is regulated in order to provide
coca for traditional uses, such as chewing. These nations will not support crop eradication as coca growing
remains an important aspect of their culture and history.
It is critical that delegates also respect the sovereignty of OAS member states and the powers of the
Permanent Council itself. Delegates will need to compromise and create consensus in order for a resolution to
pass in committee. Delegates should keep all of this in mind as they begin their research and craft their position
papers.
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Proposed Solutions
Potential solutions must first address the degree to which OAS member states will be expected to work
together in combatting narcotrafficking. Intelligence sharing and joint operations would make it easier for Latin
American states to combat DTOs effectively. Therefore, one proposal could involve unifying all of (or most of)
the region into one large security initiative. Member states could share information amongst each other and
create regional training standards. Standardizing anti-drug strategies across the region should create unity and
more successful efforts against DTOs. Established protocols could lead to more cocaine seizures as drug agencies
will be better trained and more informed than they previously had been. Countries who focus on insular
strategies will most likely continue to be plagued by DTOs in the future, so states would directly benefit from
working together.
The committee must also determine the level of violence and militarization that is acceptable to direct
against DTOs. Therefore, a potential addition to the security initiative proposal could be the creation of an
OAS-sponsored elite military unit tasked with combatting DTOs. Their objectives could be determined by the
members of the new security initiative. This task force could then be deployed by the OAS wherever it is needed
across the entire region. A highly-trained OAS anti-drug force could conduct operations along with local law
enforcement and military officers.
Potential solutions will need to consider many possible angles in order to fight against the violence and
corruption attributable to DTOs. Keep these points in mind as you begin your research, but feel free to branch
out and be creative in the resolutions you draft.
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Closing Remarks and Research
Recommendations
Cocaine-trafficking DTOs have hurt Latin America for decades on account of the violence and
corruption they have caused along drug smuggling routes. Past action has not been sufficient to successfully
address the problem and diminish the flow of illegal narcotics across the region. The “War on Drugs” has often
been chaotic and has led to a great degree of bloodshed. Nations across the region are re-considering past
policies and are deciding what action they should take in the future.
The OAS Permanent Council has a great opportunity to help craft regional policies against cocaine
trafficking in the future. Member states have followed their own policies for years, oftentimes at odds with the
policies of their neighbors. Latin American countries will need to work together in order to effectively combat
the continued influence of DTOs in the region. We are in a great position to coordinate counter-drug initiatives
and activities across the entire region. Consider the past successes and failures of your nation’s counter-drug
strategies. Look into the ways your stances and ideas could be applied on a region-wide basis. A successful
solution will require creativity and compromise. Enjoy the research process as you learn about cocaine
trafficking in the region. If you have any questions or concerns, do not hesitate to reach out and contact me.
Looking forward to seeing you at HACIA 2021!
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Glossary
Balloon Effect – the process by which drug trafficking routes shift across Latin America to avoid interdiction
efforts.
Drug Enforcement Agency – a United States law enforcement agency tasked with combatting
narcotrafficking and drug trafficking organizations.
Drug Trafficking Organization – complex and highly organized criminal groups that transport a large
quantity of illegal narcotics.
Kingpin Strategy – anti-drug efforts that focus on eliminating the leaders of drug trafficking organizations.
Medellín Cartel – a Colombian DTO that revolutionized the production and distribution of cocaine across
the Americas.
OAS Drug Report – a document detailing the state of narcotrafficking in Latin America and potential
initiatives to combat the spread of cocaine.
Plan Colombia – a United States initiative to help Colombia combat drug trafficking organizations.
The War on Drugs – a multinational US-led campaign to counter drug trafficking organizations and stop
narcotrafficking.
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