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If the Doha Round negotiations continue to drag on, the 
United States should consider a “third way” between global 
trade negotiations and bilateral agreements—by deepening 
hemispheric economic cooperation multilaterally, through 
incremental arrangements. 
At a minimum, the United States should continue to deepen 
economic integration with the LAC countries, with which it 
already has free trade agreements, by building on and improving 
existing forums. Reducing the cost of shipping goods and 
services across North American borders should remain a priority. 
Barriers to regional transportation should be scaled back and 
removed, as envisioned in the North American Free Trade 
Agreement. At the same time, the United States should work 
with its bilateral trading partners in Central America, South 
America, and the Caribbean. The recently launched Pathways 
to Prosperity in the Americas initiative—a forum that brings 
together the United States and eleven countries with which it 
has signed trade agreements—could be a starting point. 

Going further, the United States should explore a framework 
for extending to all countries in the LAC region the best 
market access it has already granted through individual free 
trade agreements—a sort of most-favored-nation status for 
the whole region. At the heart of this process must be a series 
of strategic agreements with Brazil covering key issues of 
special interest to both countries, including biofuels, financial 
services, government procurement, and agriculture. A strategic 
commercial understanding between the United States and 
Brazil could help push forward global and regional trade 
negotiations. 

Address the legitimate concerns of U.S. workers through more 
effective investments in social safety nets and education. 
Ultimately, addressing these concerns is the only way to secure 
durable domestic political support in the United States for 
free trade with the LAC region and other countries. The U.S. 
government should build on the 2002 Trade Adjustment 
Assistance Reform Act, expanding the total amount of funding 
available for TAA, the length of time workers may be eligible 
for assistance, and the amount of support per worker, including 
expanded job search and relocation allowances, health care 
coverage during transitions, and greater compensation for 
permanent salary differentials. Also, the application process 

should be streamlined, and extending TAA to the services 
sector should be considered. Worker training should be closely 
attuned to the skills required by employers in the economy. 
Trade adjustment should be conceived more broadly as labor 
adjustment—it should address the displacement of workers not 
only by trade but also by technology. Strengthening the United 
States’ education system is, of course, crucial to sustaining its 
competitiveness and reducing job insecurity. 

Expand the number of double-taxation and investment 
protection treaties to facilitate investment.
To complement trade and strengthen investment flows, the 
United States should take the lead in negotiating agreements with 
the LAC countries to avoid the double taxation of individuals 
and corporations, while at the same time reducing opportunities 
for tax evasion. The United States has already signed such 
agreements with a variety of countries. A regional taxation treaty 
should be given serious consideration. Investment protection 
treaties to reduce the risk of expropriation would also facilitate 
investment flows across borders. 

Emphasize trade facilitation and trade adjustment issues in 
U.S. foreign assistance programs to the LAC countries.
Funding for trade facilitation efforts should be increased to 
help all countries take full advantage of trade and to link 
marginalized regions and populations to regional and global 
markets. The U.S. government should work bilaterally and 
through the Inter-American Development Bank to increase 
funding for hemispheric transportation infrastructure and 
technology. Existing aid-for-trade programs should be expanded, 
and foreign assistance should pay special attention to helping 
countries craft better trade adjustment assistance programs. 
Transitional strategies for dealing with trade-related worker 
dislocation should become an integral part of trade negotiations 
in the hemisphere.

This does not mean that the United States should phase out 
other kinds of economic assistance to LAC countries. On the 
contrary, Washington should renew its commitment to assist 
governments in the region in improving the lives of the poorest 
people through programs that allow more sectors to reap the 
benefits of trade. It should also help mobilize U.S. private 
giving to the region. 
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P r ot e c t i n g  t h e  H e m i sp  h e r e  f r o m  

D r ugs    a n d  O r ga  n i z e d  C r i m e

C rime and insecurity are growing scourges in the Western 
Hemisphere. The LAC region has only 9 percent of 
the world’s population, yet it has 27 percent of global 

homicides—about 140,000 a year. Crime, especially organized 
crime, poses a serious threat to public security and undermines 
public institutions and the legitimate business sector. Organized 
crime in the hemisphere today encompasses a variety of criminal 
enterprises, including narcotics trafficking, money laundering, 
alien smuggling, human trafficking, kidnapping, and arms and 
counterfeit goods smuggling.

The United States stands at the crossroads of many of these 
illicit flows. Violent youth gangs, such as the Mara Salvatrucha, 
have a presence in the United States. Some 2,000 guns cross 
the United States–Mexico border from north to south every 
day, helping to fuel violence among drug cartels and with 
the army and police. About 17,500 persons are smuggled 
into the United States annually as trafficking victims, and 
another 500,000 come as illegal immigrants. The United 
States remains both a leading consuming country across 
the full range of illicit narcotics and a country with major 
domestic production of methamphetamines, cannabis, and 
other synthetic narcotics.

The nations of the Western Hemisphere have adopted a 
variety of international instruments to tackle organized crime. 
Virtually every country in the Americas has ratified the 2000 
UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. Most 
of the hemisphere’s countries have also signed and ratified 
international agreements that deal with the trafficking of 
persons, the smuggling of migrants, illicit firearms trafficking, 

and the illicit drug trade. Yet a significant reduction in crime 
in the hemisphere remains elusive. 

The narcotics trade remains at the core of organized crime in 
the hemisphere. This is by far the most lucrative of illegal trades, 
generating hundreds of billions of dollars a year. Its immense cash 
flow, vast employment opportunities, and sophisticated networks 
feed other kinds of criminal activity and allow drug traffickers to 
adapt with extraordinary speed to governments’ counternarcotics 
efforts. The drug trade is also singularly adept at corrupting judicial, 
political, and law enforcement institutions. In Mexico, open 
war between the cartels and all levels of government has killed 
4,000 people so far in 2008 alone—about as many casualties as 
the United States has sustained in almost six years of war in Iraq. 
This violence already threatens to spill into the United States and 
to destabilize Mexico’s political institutions. 

Because it lies at the core of regional criminal activity, this 
section focuses on the illegal drug trade. A hemisphere-wide 
counternarcotics strategy encompassing consuming, producing, 
and transshipment countries is required to combat not only the 
illegal drug trade but also other forms of crime. 

The Failed War on Drugs
So far, U.S. policies to reduce the supply of illegal drugs have 
focused primarily on the destruction of illicit crops (eradication) 
and on the disruption of drug flows along trafficking routes 
(interdiction). In Colombia alone, 220,000 hectares of coca were 
eradicated in 2007. Interdiction efforts have similarly resulted 
in record-breaking figures, with seizures representing perhaps 
as much as 40 percent of smuggled cocaine. On the demand 
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side, the U.S. government has emphasized tough laws for drug 
offenses, strict law enforcement, and long jail sentences for 
drug distributors and users. All these policies have intensified 
over the last three decades, with more illegal crops sprayed, 
more drug seizures undertaken, and more people imprisoned 
for drug use or distribution. 

The United States has devoted significant resources to these 
efforts. According to the 2008 budget released by the Office 
of National Drug Control Policy, the United States currently 
spends about $21 billion on supply reduction and domestic 
law enforcement. Of this total amount, about $14 billion is 
spent by state and federal authorities on the incarceration of 
drug offenders. During the past three decades, the number of 
people incarcerated in the United States for direct drug offenses 
increased tenfold, from 50,000 in 1980 to 500,000 in 2007. 

However, current U.S. counternarcotics policies are failing by 
most objective measures. Drug use in the United States has not 
declined significantly. Since the peak of the heroin and cocaine 
epidemics of the mid-1980s, consumption rates for these 
narcotics have remained more or less stable, at approximately 
1 million heroin users and 3.3 million cocaine users. At the 
same time, methamphetamine use has spread, especially in 
the western United States, resulting in a combined prevalence 
rate of more than 6 million users. Despite some of the world’s 
strictest drug laws, combined hardcore-user prevalence rates for 
hard drugs are four times higher in the United States than in 
Europe. New consumer markets have also emerged throughout 
the LAC region, particularly in Brazil and Mexico.

Falling retail drug prices reflect the failure of efforts to reduce 
the supply of drugs. Between 1980 and 2007, the street prices 
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Figure 7.  
U.S. Spending on the War on Drugs Overseas and Cocaine Retail Prices, 1990–2006

Note: Data on overseas supply control spending were not available for 2005, 2006, and 2007. 

Sources: Spending: Washington Office on Latin America 2005; Prices: United Nations 2008.
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of cocaine and heroin fell steadily and dramatically, suggesting 
that their supply remains plentiful. Today, the street price of 
cocaine is a quarter of what it was in 1981 in nominal terms; since 
1990, the cost of a gram of cocaine has fallen from about $300 
to $100. Figure 7 shows this decline, which contrasts sharply 
with the escalation in resources spent by the U.S. government 
on overseas eradication and interdiction.

There are several reasons for the failure of the war on drugs. 
Eradication efforts have not delivered sustained reductions in 
drug production. Total coca leaf and cocaine production in the 
Andean region is currently at historic highs, with Colombia 
still the dominant producer. The most recent cultivation 
estimates for the region stand at 236,000 hectares—higher 
than the 200,000 hectares baseline around which cultivation 
had hovered since the mid-1980s. Though policymakers can 
point to pockets of success at specific times in particular 
countries, counternarcotics policies have simply displaced 
cultivation and trafficking from one country or region to 
another, without reducing the overall supply of drugs. 
Meanwhile, legal alternative livelihoods are available to 
only a fraction of the populations dependent on illicit crop 
cultivation.

The only long-run solution to the problem of illegal narcotics 
is to reduce the demand for drugs in the major consuming 
countries, including the United States. Yet U.S. drug prevention 
and treatment programs remain severely underfunded and 
underprovided. Only about 850,000 of an estimated 6 
million drug users have been admitted to publicly funded 
drug rehabilitation programs, and only 55,000 of about 1.5 
million at-risk arrestees have access to addiction treatment. 
Intravenous drug use remains a major cause of the spread of 
HIV and hepatitis in the hemisphere. 

A major effort to reduce demand for drugs has been the 
Drug Abuse Resistance Education program (DARE), which 
involves a series of police-officer-led classroom lessons taught 
in schools across the United States from kindergarten to 
twelfth grade. However, the program has been criticized for 
its design and content. Another major initiative has been 
drug courts—specialized courts that place drug users under 
supervision in drug treatment programs instead of sending 

them to jail. Since the first drug court was established in 
Miami in 1989, the concept has spread to 2,200 courtrooms 
in every state, though these courts still process only a small 
fraction of addicted criminals. 

Recommendations
The Commission’s recommendations on this matter should be 
regarded as a single package of mutually complementary policies. 
Each measure is necessary, but not sufficient, to address the 
problem of illegal narcotics; they will only have a real chance 
to yield results if they are implemented as a comprehensive 
strategy. The recommendations include domestic policies that 
the United States can adopt unilaterally, as well as actions that 
the U.S. government should undertake in cooperation with 
other countries in the hemisphere. 

Undertake a comparative evaluation of counternarcotics 
measures.
The U.S. government should undertake a comprehensive, 
cross-country evaluation of the effectiveness of counternarcotics 
policies—on both the demand and supply sides—and how 
they can best be streamlined with respect to law enforcement, 
economic development, and public health policies. The study 
should assess the effectiveness of a full range of options, including 
different law enforcement and penalization schemes, prevention, 
treatment, and harm-reduction approaches. The study should 
examine in depth the experiences of other countries and regions, 
including Europe, Canada, and Asia. 

The study should address such critical questions as

What policies are most effective at reducing drug consumption? ■■

What policies best minimize the harms to society caused by ■■

drug use? 

What law enforcement and interdiction policies minimize ■■

violence and corruption? 

Under what conditions can lasting reductions in narcotics ■■

production be achieved? 

How can counternarcotics policies be harmonized with other ■■

security objectives, such as counterterrorism? 
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Launch a hemispheric dialogue on illegal drugs.
Policies to reduce narcotics demand in consuming countries affect 
producing and transshipment countries. Similarly, policies that 
affect drug supply also have repercussions in consuming countries. 
Therefore, the United States should take the lead in convening an 
ongoing, hemispheric dialogue at both the ministerial and working 
levels to share experiences, identify workable policies, and find 
concrete ways to coordinate counternarcotics efforts, on both the 
demand and supply sides. This dialogue should involve not only 
Mexico and Colombia but also countries that are increasingly 
affected by the spread of transnational drug networks, such as 
Brazil and Cuba. 

Combine eradication efforts with policies to promote alternative 
livelihoods and more effective interdiction.
In the narcotics-producing countries, legal alternative livelihoods 
are still available to only a fraction of the populations dependent 
on illicit crop cultivation. Unless eradication is accompanied 
by legal economic alternatives, eradication efforts will only 
displace more illicit crops within and across countries and 
impoverish marginalized populations, alienating them from 
the state and making them easy prey for armed and criminal 
groups. Eradication should also be combined with better-
targeted interdiction efforts. 

Ratify the UN Protocol Against the Illicit Manufacturing of 
and Trafficking in Firearms, Their Parts and Components  
and Ammunition.
In the spirit of fairness and partnership, the United States should 
take responsibility for stemming the southward flow of weapons, 
at the same time that LAC countries make commitments to 
curtail drug production and trafficking. Ratification of the UN 
Protocol is a good place to start. It entered into effect in 2005 
and has been signed by 52 countries, including Brazil, Mexico, 
and major U.S. allies. 

Launch pilot projects based on the most promising harm-
reduction approaches. 
Using the findings of the study recommended above, pilot projects 
should be launched, on a limited and experimental basis, based 
on harm-reduction policies that appear to work elsewhere. Pilot 
projects that demonstrate potential can then be scaled up. 

Increase substantially the amount of federal and state funds 
available to drug courts and related treatment programs. 
Currently, roughly 2,200 U.S. drug courts receive federal and 
local funds. In 2007, the U.S. Justice Department reported that, 
at current levels, the drug court system can treat only about 
55,000 of the 110,000 eligible arrestees. Studies demonstrate 
that drug courts are a cost-effective way to reduce drug use and 
associated crime. Also, compared with standard incarceration, 
the supervised treatment that drug courts encourage appears 
to substantially reduce various types of harm associated with 
drug use. Funding for related treatment programs should also 
be expanded, as drug courts will not be effective if they have 
nowhere to send addicts.

Complement drug-prevention programs in schools with drug 
education outside the classroom.
Existing studies of prevention programs, frequently drawing 
on the U.S. anti-cigarette-smoking campaign, demonstrate the 
importance of enhancing efforts outside the classroom. The 
U.S. government should complement existing school programs 
with campaigns such as the “Frank” campaign in the United 
Kingdom, which disseminates advice online and by telephone. 
This program, coupled with a classroom education component, 
reaches 96 percent of children in secondary schools. School 
programs themselves should be rigorously evaluated and, when 
necessary, redesigned.

Customize the messages of drug-prevention campaigns to 
specific target groups.
Studies of drug prevention campaigns have highlighted the 
importance of using customized messages when targeting 
specific groups. For example, adolescents are frequently less 
concerned about health effects than older adults. As a result, 
campaigns centering on health risks have been ineffective 
among adolescents. However, campaigns that deal with issues 
that adolescents care about—such as physical appearance—can 
be far more effective. A recent education campaign that was 
especially effective focused on methamphetamines use in the 
western United States. It emphasized the disastrous cosmetic 
effects (for example, toothless mouths) of crystal meth use, 
leading to a significant decline in meth consumption in the 
area targeted by the campaign.
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C u b a  a n d  t h e  U n i t e d  S tat e s :  
R e t h i n k i n g  a  T r o u b l e d  
R e la t i o n s h i p

U .S.-Cuban relations have disproportionately dominated  
U.S. policy toward the LAC region for years. Tensions 
generated by U.S. policies toward Cuba have affected 

the United States’ image in the region and have hindered 
Washington’s ability to work constructively with other countries. 
For this reason, addressing U.S. policy toward Cuba has 
implications that go beyond the bilateral relationship and 
affect U.S. relations with the rest of the LAC region more 
generally. Political change in Washington, combined with recent 
demographic and ideological shifts in the Cuban American 
community and recent leadership changes in Cuba itself, offer 
a valuable opportunity to change course. 

Though the reforms enacted recently in Cuba have thus 
far been mostly cosmetic, they could create openings for 
grassroots political and economic activity. The removal of 
restrictions on access to tourist facilities and on the purchase 
of mobile telephones and computers may have an important 
psychological impact and increase contact with the outside 
world. Also, the Cuban government has recently lifted all wage 
caps, started to allow performance bonuses for certain salaried 
professions, liberalized the sale of farming equipment, and 
begun to lease idle state lands to increase agricultural output. 
These reforms may improve labor incentives, purchasing power, 
and productivity. 

Economic developments in Cuba will affect U.S.-Cuban relations. 
Today, the United States is Cuba’s fourth-largest trading partner; 
in 2007, it sold the island $582 million worth of goods (including 
shipping costs). Cuba is currently exploring its prospects for 
energy production in both sugarcane-based ethanol and off-

shore oil. Spanish, Canadian, Norwegian, Brazilian, Indian, 
and other international oil companies have secured contracts to 
explore drilling possibilities off the Cuban coast. If the ethanol 
and oil industries become fully operational in five to seven years, 
revenues of $3 billion to $5 billion annually could significantly 
strengthen the Cuban economy and reduce the government’s 
vulnerability to external political pressure. With stable inflows of 
hard currency from oil sales, the Cuban government would have 
more funds to use at its discretion, further eroding the effects of 
the U.S. embargo on trade with Cuba.

Demographic and ideological shifts in the Cuban American 
community in the United States add to the prospects for 
reorienting U.S.-Cuban relations. The Cuban American 
population is getting younger demographically, and its priorities 
regarding Cuba have shifted from a traditional hard line to a 
focus on the day-to-day existence of those living on the island. 
According to 2007 polls by Florida International University, 
Cuban Americans are increasingly opposed to current U.S. policy, 
particularly restrictions on family travel, caps on remittances, 
and limitations on the sale of medical and other vital supplies to 
Cuba; 64 percent of those polled support a return to the more 
liberal policies of 2003. The Cuban American community has 
historically played a central role in U.S. domestic politics, with 
strong influence in the state of Florida. This shift in public 
opinion may ease the path toward reorientation for policymakers 
in Washington. 

The view of this Commission is that U.S. policy should 
be reframed to enable legitimate Cuban voices to shape a 
representative, accountable, and sustainable transition to 
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democracy. The Cuban people should be empowered to drive 
sustainable change from within by facilitating the free flow of 
information and expanding diplomatic networks to support 
human rights and democratic governance. 

Recommendations
The recommendations on this issue fall into three categories: 
those that can be implemented unilaterally by the United States; 
those that require bilateral talks between Washington and 
Havana; and those that are multilateral, demanding cooperation 
among several governments. The recommendations are listed 
sequentially, starting with those that should be implemented 
immediately by the U.S. government. The timing of bilateral 
and multilateral recommendations would be determined by how 
intergovernmental negotiations and discussions evolve. 

Lift all restrictions on travel to Cuba by Americans. 
The ability of Americans to travel to Cuba would allow for 
better understanding, promote small businesses, and provide 
information to the Cuban people.

Repeal of all aspects of the “communications embargo” (radio, 
TV, Internet) and readjust regulations governing trade in low-
technology communications equipment.
Liberalize regulations on the sale of all communications 
equipment, including computers, as admissible under the State 
Sponsors of Terrorism List under the Export Administration 
Act and the Foreign Assistance Act. This would encourage the 
transfer of information and a freer flow of ideas. 

Remove caps and targeting restrictions on remittances. 
The amount of money that visitors may take to Cuba should 
reflect the U.S. government’s limits for other countries. These 
financial measures would help get resources directly into the 
hands of ordinary Cubans, empowering them, improving 
their standard of living, and reducing their dependence on 
the state.

Take Cuba off the State Department’s State Sponsors of 
Terrorism List.
This classification is widely deemed to be factually inaccurate. 
There has been no evidence in the past decade to maintain this 
classification for Cuba, and top U.S. military leaders have called 

for the country’s removal from the list. Doing so would reframe 
U.S.-Cuban relations in a less combative light, allowing for a 
more constructive approach to foreign policy. 

Promote knowledge and reconciliation by permitting federal 
funding of cultural, academic, and sports exchanges.
These exchanges would facilitate nonpolitical contact and 
dialogue between citizens of the two countries, bringing 
diverse ideas into Cuba. In parallel, U.S. nongovernmental 
organizations should be encouraged to establish ties with 
their Cuban counterparts and enhance grassroots dialogue. 
More broadly, the United States should work with Cuba to 
maximize human contacts, drawing on the full range of U.S. 
government programs for educational and cultural exchange, 
including at the high school, university, and postgraduate levels. 
Youth groups should be supported in establishing networks 
through student exchanges, home stays, video conferences, 
and media channels.

Provide assistance to the Cuban people in recovering from 
natural and human-made disasters. 
This would entail removing restrictions on the donation and 
sale of humanitarian goods and agricultural products to Cuba, 
including medicine, medical equipment, and food. It would 
also allow the licensing of construction and other goods needed 
to support postdisaster recovery efforts. U.S.-Cuban bilateral 
talks would be opened on responses to a variety of emergencies, 
including natural crises and mass migrations. The sale of 
medicine, medical equipment, and food would be allowed on 
commercial terms. 

Encourage enhanced official contact and cooperation between 
U.S. and Cuban diplomats and governments.
Bilateral discussions should be expanded with Cuban officials 
on issues of mutual security, including migration, narcotics, 
organized crime, disaster management, public health, and 
environmental protection. The U.S. government should 
propose a twelve-month period of intense dialogue, targeted 
at the exchange of defense attachés and the appointment of 
ambassadors. Military-military and civilian-military contacts 
should be fostered. Respectful and cordial relations would be 
resumed by allowing the Cuban Interests Section in Washington 
access to U.S. policymakers and expect reciprocity in Havana. 
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Diplomatic travel for the staffs of both interests sections would 
be permitted, and their range of contacts would be expanded 
through the exchange of attachés. 

End opposition to the reengagement of the international 
community with Cuba in regional and global economic and 
political organizations as a means to promote democracy.
This would include removing barriers to Cuba’s observer status 
at key international financial institutions, particularly the 
Inter-American Development Bank, the World Bank, and 
the International Monetary Fund. Cuba should be allowed to 
participate in relevant seminars, and the international financial 
institutions should be allowed to conduct fact-finding missions 
in Cuba. The U.S. government should ask the Inter-American 
Development Bank to begin engaging Cuba in areas related to 
the financing of strategic development projects. 

A key venue for hemispheric cooperation in a wide range of 
issues is the Organization of American States. Cuba’s membership 
in the organization was suspended in 1962 after a majority of 

its members decided that a government that self-identified as 
Marxist-Leninist was “incompatible with the principles and 
objectives of the inter-American system.” The U.S. government 
should not object to a decision by the organization to reengage 
Cuba, beginning with invitations to participate in technical 
and specialized agencies. 

Work with the members of the European Union and other 
countries to create a multilateral fund for civil society that 
will train potential entrepreneurs in management and 
innovation.
Providing capital to establish small businesses that improve the 
livelihoods of large segments of the population could increase 
the demand from within Cuba for expanded economic freedoms 
and opportunities for advancement. 
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