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Executive summary

« Withaformatincluding notonly the continued use
of separate booklets, but also a new complemen-
tary online web-based element, the World Drug
Report 2023 presents — as ever —an impressive ar-
ray of largely accessible and user-friendly dataand
analysis of what the United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC or Office) continues to refer to
asthe‘world drug problem’ In so doing, readers can
identify manyfamiliarand predominantly alarming
trendsregarding the growing scaleandincreasing
complexity of the illegal drug market. We are also
informed, again, of ongoing inequalities relating
toarange of official responses and policy interven-
tions, including the availability of pharmaceutical
opioids for medical consumption and significant
barriers to treatment.

As in previous years, the Report remains reticent
toexplicitly engageindiscussion of anarray of evi-
dence-based approaches, including decriminalisa-
tion of drug possession for personal use and harm
reduction. Relatedly, the UNODC's relative lack of
engagement with the intersection between drug
policy and human rights means that it remains an
outlier within the broader UN system; a situation
thatbecomes starkeras otheragenciesand bodies
focus ever more explicitly on the connection.

That said, following on from last year’s Report, it is
welcometo seethe UNODC continuetofixattention
ontherelationship between drugsandenvironmen-
talharm.The 2023 publication devotes considerable
spacetotheissueintheform ofanin-depthanalysis
of ‘The Nexus Between Drugs and Crimes that Af-
fect the Environmentand Convergent Crimein the
Amazon Basin: It consequently reveals the Office’s
emerging use ofgreen criminologyasalensthrough
which to view the increasingly pressing issue. The
perspective adopted isimportant since the UNO-
DCpossesses considerable’productive power’to set
agendas and shape narratives within international
drug control debates. While not alone as a benefi-
cialdisciplinary approach, green criminology offers
substantial promise forongoing analysis. Its funda-
mental ‘critical’nature, however, means that its de-
ploymentisaccompanied by significantchallenges.

» Having explained the selection criteria for the geo-

graphical scope of study, the Report analyses the
situation within the region using a new’prelimina-
ry’ conceptual framework through which to bet-
terunderstand the‘crime ecosystem’ This includes
introduction of the concept of convergent crime.
Within this context, discussion incorporates the
idea of direct and indirect environmental impact
(notably deforestation and‘narco-deforestation’),
the related diversification of criminal organisations
intoarange ofillegal markets, and the role of drug
trafficking groups in undermining the rule of law
and amplifying theimpact of criminal economies.
Although not withoutits problems, discussion also
focusestoalimited extenton the negative environ-
mental impact of drug policy interventions rather
than simplyillegal drug markets.

While also limited in scope, the space devoted to
communitiesand Indigenous populationsindicates
the potential of green criminology to move beyond
a preoccupationwith criminalityand criminal actors
andfocusinstead onthe harmsassociated with,and
victims of, illegal markets.To be sure, the approach
connects well with discussions of environmental
justiceand humanrightsandas such coulddomuch
to enhance the UNODC's limited and cautious en-
gagement to date.

However, ifadopted toits fullest extentandin line
with the intentions of its founders and key propo-
nents, the structural critique inherent within green
criminology generates akey dilemma for the Office:
how to deal with the overarching prohibitive para-
digm?The approach certainly has the potential to
generateamuch needed and better understanding
of the complex reality within the Amazon Basin, in-
cluding through the legitimate integration of the
drugissueintoabroader portfolio of criminal activi-
tiesandresultantenvironmental harms.Yet, despite
the increasingly obvious ineffective and harmful
character of global drug prohibition, the UNODC
remains unableto question the systemthat sustains
itand apply the truly holisticand integrated analysis
thatis required.
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Introduction

Following on from a shift to separate thematic
booklets in 2017, the World Drug Report continues
to evolve in format and presentation. As the United
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC or Offi-
ce) website notes,‘For the first time since its concep-
tion, the 2023 publication‘consists of two products,
aweb-based elementand aset of booklets'with’The
latest global, regional and subregional estimates of
andtrendsin drugdemand and supply’now‘presen-
ted in a user-friendly, interactive online segment’’
With a searchable function filterable via,among other
things, region, topic and market, this excellent new
feature certainly adds a valuable and welcome di-
mension to the Report and enhances the accessibi-
lity of data within what is an innately multi-faceted
issue area.Keeping pace with otherinteractive drug
marketand policy-related databases,?the online seg-
ment supplements the existing web-based Statistical
Annex and Data Portal and combines well with the
increased use ofinfographics and data visualisations.
That said, it should be noted that the adoption of
an overly reductive visual approach risks obscuring
data sources, including the fact that — considering
the often poorinformation provided by Member Sta-
tes—much uncertainly still surrounds the veracity of
the empirical foundations upon which the Reportis
constructed.?

More traditionally, in a similar approach to recent
years, booklet 1 takes the form of an‘Executive Sum-
mary; although on thisoccasionitis based on‘analy-
sisof the key findings of the online segmentand the
thematicbooklet 2 and the conclusionsdrawn from
them! Indeed, ‘in addition to providing in-depth
analysis of key developments and emerging trends
in selected drug markets, including in countries cu-
rrently experiencing conflict, booklet 2 -‘Contempo-
rary Issues on Drugs’-focuses on several other topics
selected for specificattention by the UNODC.* Com-
pleting the set, booklet 3 -'Special Points of Interest’
—isthen presented as offering a‘framework around
key takeaways and policy implications drawn from
the analysis of the latest trends and estimates of the
onlinesegment’and the discussions within booklet 2.

Although repetitive in places, perhaps an unavoida-
ble result of the new interlocking format, the 2023
World Drug Report once again provides an impressi-
ve range of more accessible and user-friendly data
and analysis on what the UNODC Executive Director,
GhadaWaly, referstoin her Preface as the’world drug
problem’ This remains the case despite gradually
growing use within the UN system, including at ti-
mes by the UNODC itself, of other more appropriate
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terms such as‘world drug situation’. and‘global drug
phenomenon’>To be sure, in spite of the change in
format, such continuity in terminology is in many
ways reflective of a continuousnessin content, con-
clusionsandresultant headline messages from pre-
vious years. As the Executive Director emphasises
within the context of efforts to‘revive stalled progress
towards achieving the Sustainable Development
Goals'(SDGs) in 2030,'[T]his edition of the World Drug
Report highlights the growing complexity’ of what
are described as ‘evolving drug threats’ Moreover,
while not explicitly mentioned in the Preface, thein-
crease in scale of many elements of the global drug
market shown within various sections of the Report
isunambiguous. For example, even the most cursory
glanceatthe booklets and limited engagement with
the online segment reveals among other things a
23% increase in drug use between 2011 and 2021
(with opioids continuing to be the main drug type
that impacts the global burden of disease), an esti-
mated 13.2 million people whoinject drugsin 2021
(18% higher than the previous year), an estimated
1.6 million people who inject drugs living with HIV
and 6.6 million people who inject drugs living with
Hepatitis C worldwide in 2021, and total deaths at-
tributed to drug use increasing by 17.5% between
2010-2019t0494,000.6In terms of market dynamics,
the Report shows a prolonged surge in both supply
and demand of cocaine, an expansion of metham-
phetamine beyond traditional markets, anincrease
in opium poppy productionin2022,” the appearance
of new cannabis-related products, shifting synthetic
markets and supply chains,an ongoing opioid crisisin
North Americaand increasesinthe New Psychoactive
Substances (NPS) marketin 2021.Ontheflip side, we
areinformed once again of inequalities relatingtoa
range of official responses and policy interventions,
including the availability of pharmaceutical opioids
for medical consumption and significant barriers to
treatment, especially forwomen.

Acrossthese and an array of otherimportant topics,
and aware of ongoing if not explicitly acknowled-
ged uncertainty surrounding various data sets, the
UNODC undoubtedly provides a wealth of useful -
frequently worrying —information, as well as, at times,
accompanying policy advice. This is most obvious
within the‘Special Points of Interest’booklet. Here
topics selected by the UNODC as‘Key Findings’are
supplemented with a set of generally productive’Pos-
sible Responses’ Curiously, however, evenin booklet
3 and within the context of the Executive Director’s
statement in her Preface that the Report offers ‘im-
partial evidence, thereisan ongoingreticence todeal
directly with several evidence-based policy respon-



sesthatare beingembraced and promoted by many
member states and other parts of the UN system.

For example, while last year there was limited dis-
cussion of decriminalisation of drug use and related
activities, it is barely mentioned within the 2023 Re-
port. Where it is explicitly discussed, it is specifically
in relation to psychedelics and moves within some
US states in chapter 2 of booklet 2,’Recent develo-
pments Involving Psychedelics'® This contrasts with
otherindividual UN bodies, as well as the unequivoca-
lly supportive stance adopted in the 2018 UN System
Common Position on drugs® and its accompanying
2019TaskTeam Report.”

Similarly, there is an ongoing reluctance to use the
term’harm reduction’ As in 2022, the occasional re-
ferenceto specificharmreductioninterventions can
- with some effort — be found within various parts
of the Report. For example, chapter 6 of booklet 3,
‘Service Innovations During Covid-19' makes brief
reference to needle and syringe programmes and
opioid agonist therapy." The lack of a dedicated sec-
tion onthe’health consequences of drug use; as used
to be the case withinthe nolonger produced’Global
Overview'booklet, certainly makes references to an
array of widely used harm reduction interventions
harder to locate within the Report. That said, even
withinthe targeted discussion ofInequalities, Dispa-
rities, Public Health and Human Rights'in theSpecial
Points of Interest’booklet, the term itselfis assiduously
avoided.This can perhaps be explained, if not excused,
by the enduring tensions surrounding its use within
the Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND). Instead,
preference is given to the diplomatically accepted
proxy phrase ‘comprehensive services to minimize
the public and social consequences of drug usein a
continuum of care for people who use drugs.

As with the related issue of decriminalisation, what
comes across as a lukewarm approach leaves the
UNODC very much as an outlier within the broader
UN system, including once again in relation to the
strong support for,and use of, the term harm reduc-
tion by individual agencies such as UNAIDS, the World
Health Organization (WHO) and the Office of the High
Commissioner for Human Rights in addition to the
Common Position and its Task Team Report. This is
the case even while, ironically, the UNODC remains
theTaskTeam’s lead agency, and its admittedly limi-
ted Common Position-related publications note that
‘measures aimed at minimising the adverse public
health consequences of drug abuse’are‘sometimes
referred to as harm reduction’'?
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As has been the case in previous years, the 2023 Re-
portisalsostilllackinginitsapproach to humanrights.
As we have repeatedly noted in previous critiques of
the World Drug Report, it is concerning that such an
influential UN publication continues to largely avoid
meaningful engagement regarding the intersection
between drug policy and human rights, particularly
in relation to potential and actual abuses resulting
from drug control policies on both the supply and
demand sides of the issue. Again, such a position is
particularly stark relative to other UN agencies and
bodies beyond the OHCHR, forexample UNAIDS™ and
the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights,'*the Common Position and Task Team Report,
andincreased discussion of theissueinthe CND and
atthe national level within many States. Much can be
said forthe view that, if approached carefully,'” a dedi-
cated chapter on human rights would be a timely and
constructive contribution tointernational drug policy
debates.Thisis especially so considering the new for-
mat of the World Drug Report and opportunities for
the UNODC to select individual topics and organise
them under the heading of'Contemporary Issues on
Drugs’orsomething similar. Asit stands, humanrights
receive limited and fragmentary attention.

Wheretheissue is mentioned explicitly, the Report’s
messagingisinthe main positive, however. Forinstan-
ce,acknowledging the needfora holisticappreciation
oftheissuearea, itis noted that’Inequality and social
and economic disparities continue to drive and be dri-
ven by the drug phenomenon, threating public health
and humanrights’'® Moreover,and in a welcome refe-
rence to specific policy interventions, when outlining
‘possible responses’vis-a-vis treatment services, the
UNODC highlights that‘provision must be voluntary
and based on human rights’ (original emphasis). Si-
milarly, the Report’s useful discussion of illicit drug
economiesis—atthe headline level at least—also fra-
med in terms of humanrights. Here, furthermore, the
Report engages with the issue of complexity as em-
phasised inthe Executive Director’s foreword. Indeed,
readers are informed in the Special Points of Interest
booklet that'lllicit drug economies, what are referred
toas‘converging crimes; as well as'displacementand
conflictare accelerating environmental devastation
and degrading humanrights, especially in vulnerable
groups, including crucially Indigenous Peoples.” The
attention givento theseintimately interconnected to-
pics within both the Executive Summary'® and Special
Points of Interest booklets highlight the discussions
and analysis presented within chapter 4 of booklet 2,
‘The Nexus Between Drugs and Crimes that Affect the
Environment and Convergent Crime in the Amazon
Basin’ Such welcome attention to the environment
follows on from last year’s Report. This contained, for
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thefirsttimein its history, a most welcome and long
overdue thematic chapter dedicated to the issue of
drugs and the environment;'® a largely constructive
segment that was the focus of ouranalysis of the 2022
World Drug Report.?°

Considering the increasing urgency to elevate dis-
cussions of environmental harm within drug policy
debates, not only at the mid-point towards achieving
the SDGs but also in terms of the 2024 Midterm Re-
view of the 2019 Ministerial Declaration,?' this IDPC/
GPDO/Viso Mutop critique will alsofocus on theissue,
predominantly chapter 4 of booklet 2. Rather than
concentrate on specific blind spots as was the case last
year, this analysis both examines some key aspects of
the chapterand explores the promise and peril of the
UNODC's emerging use of green criminology asalens
through which toview the drugs-environment nexus.
Itisargued that while otherdisciplinary approaches
exist, green criminology has the potential to simul-
taneously shift attention away from criminal markets
and actors and raise the profile of victims'rights, par-
ticularly Indigenous Peoples’rights, and associated
State obligations within future World Drug Reports
and related outputs. This is important since via its
annual publication, especially in its new format and
selection of topics for special attention, the UNODC
possesses considerable ‘productive power’? to set
agendas and shape narratives within international
drug control debates. However, as will be demonstra-
ted, engagement with a range of green criminology
perspectives also presents the Office withan uncom-
fortable fundamental dilemma.

TheNexus BetweenDrugsand
Crimesthat Affectthe
Environmentand Convergent
Crimeinthe AmazonBasin:
Chapter Overview

Setting the tone for the discussion and analysis to
follow, the chapter begins by stating plainly that'Sig-
nificant parts of the Amazon Basin are wracked by a
complexecosystem of drug crime, crime that affects
the environmentand convergent crime’ Consequent-
ly, we are told that it'sheds light on this nexus, inclu-
ding the diverse impacts of drug-related activities
where natural and human ecosystems are most at
risk’Indeed, while most readers will no doubt already
be aware, the broader scene is established early on
with the reminder that the world'’s largest rainforest
is ‘threatened by deforestation and degradation,
virtually all of it illegal’. More specifically, emphasis
is placed on the fact that 'The countries hosting the
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largest share of the Amazon Basin rainforest — Brazil
(59 per cent), Peru (13 per cent), Plurinational State
of Bolivia (8 per cent),and Colombia (7 per cent) —are
particularly at risk of forest and biodiversity loss'.

As noted, this section of the Report builds on the 2022
publication, which the UNODC points out‘provided
an overview of the possible environmental impacts
of illicit drug cultivation and production on natural
ecosystems and communities’ Crucially, reflection
upon lastyear's thematic chapteralso highlights how
analysis atthat point kept‘the size of those effectsin
perspective relative to other human activities that
cause environmental degradation?® - an important
point to which we will return.

Interms of geographic focus, the UNODC acknowled-
gesthat while Ecuador, Guyana, Suriname, Venezuela
(Bolivarian Republic of) and French Guiana are also
part of the Amazon Basin that are ‘affected by drug
and related crime issues’the chapter focuses on the
Amazon region covering Bolivia (Plurinational State
of), Brazil, Colombia, and Peru.Not only are these the
largest within the Amazon basin, they are also Sta-
tes‘thateither host nearly all globaliillicit cultivation
of coca leaf and cocaine manufacture or have high
levels of cocaine trafficking’ Case study selection is
further,and again not unreasonably, justified by the
factthatitis’in these four countries that UNODC has
astrongerresearch capacity’and’‘could build on exis-
ting programmes’** As in other areas of the Office’s
work, a paucity of data and associated methodolo-
gical challenges remains an ongoing concern. Addi-
tional, once more legitimate, justification given for
focusing on one specific geographical region is that
such an approach allows a‘comprehensive focus on
the multi-layered relationships between drug produc-
tion, trafficking and consumption on the oneside,and
crimes that affect the environment and convergent
crime on the other’® And it is fair to say that, espe-
cially in relation to some other parts of the Report,
the chapter successfully offers an impressive wealth
of well-referenced information and analysis across a
broad range of interconnected issues. Despite this
richness of content, here we will concentrate attention
on several specific topics only.

Introduction of anew preliminary
conceptual framework

As the title of the chapter suggests, building upon
its previous'deep diveinto the nexus between drugs
and the environment;?the UNODC this yearintrodu-
ces anew framework‘conceptualising’what it terms
the‘crime ecosystem’(see Figure 1). Moving beyond



the‘three routes of environmental impact’ presen-
ted in 2022,% this useful addition also incorporates
the phenomena of ‘convergent crime”:‘criminal ac-
tivities that connect, overlap, enable and co-locate
with drug-related crime and crimes that affect the
environment, including corruption, money-launde-
ring, fraud, extortion, violence and other forms of
victimization'?®Within this context, we are informed
that'The relationships between drug-related crime,
crimes that affect the environment, and convergent
crimeinthe Amazon Basinare complexand evolving.
Consequently, and notunreasonably, itis noted how
‘Any assessment will be partial and non-exhaustive’
with the chapter offering ‘a preliminary analysis of
basic trends and patterns’* Drawing from research
focusing specifically on the tri-State border between

Brazil, Colombia and Peru, what is honestly introdu-
ced as a’preliminary conceptual framework tracing
the ways in which drug-related crimes interact with
crimes that affect the environment and convergent
crime, as well as highlighting widerimpacts on socie-
ty, is offered as a‘roadmap for diagnosing risks and
formulating prevention strategies'*

With thisin mind, the UNODC highlights several fea-
tures of its new conceptual framework; aframework
that provides the organising structure for the entire
chapter. First, it is noted how ‘the process of produ-
cing, processing and trafficking, can have a direct
and indirect impact on the environment’ (emphasis
added). This is described as ranging from ‘selective
illegal deforestation and degradation, which makes

Figure 1. Conceptual framework: Conceptualising the crime ecosystem
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Credit: Taken from Booklet 2 —‘Contemporary Issues on Drugs; ‘Chapter 4: The nexus between drugs and crimes that affect the environment and convergent crime in the Amazon Basin, p. 64, 2023
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way for the cultivation and processing of drugs, to
the pollution of the environment due to the burning
of trees and use of precursor chemicals, as well as fi-
nancial and land acquisition crimes associated with
what is referred to as“narco-deforestation”. Second,
the UNODC points out that‘drug trafficking groups
are diversifying into crimes that affect the environ-
ment by defaultand design, includingillegalland oc-
cupation for industrial agricultural purposes, illegal
logging, illegal mining, poaching and trafficking in
wildlife as a way of generating and launderingillicit
profits. And third, the authors stress the fact that'drug
trafficking undermines the rule of law and amplifies
criminal economies that facilitate and incentivize the
involvement of awide range ofindividuals and actors
involved in crimes that affect the environment’®' On
thislast point, the chapter devotes considerable space
toanalysis of drug trafficking routes and drug seizures
aswellas someattention to’Mapping drug trafficking
organizations"

Deforestation and
‘Narco-deforestation’

As the chapter notes, the relationship between the
illegal drug market and deforestation in countries
in the Amazon basin, particularly Colombia, is not a
new issue of concern: ‘From the 1990s onward, go-
vernments started explicitly linking the production
of coca, and the trafficking of coca paste and cocaine,
with the destruction of the rainforests’ We are rea-
sonably informed, however, that the ‘relationships
between coca production and deforestation and
degradation in the Amazon Basin are not clear cut’.
Whereas traditional conceptions and related analysis
asrecentasadecadeago oftenfocused on thedirect
impact of drug production-andto afarlesser extent
drug policies —on deforestation, the Report stresses
thatthefar moreimportantdrivers of forest clearance
are crop and livestock production’ To be sure, as the
chapter discusses in detail, while there are undoub-
tedly some directimpacts,‘the actual production of
coca leafand processing into cocaine overall appear
to have a comparatively limited direct effect on de-
forestation and degradation’

Synthesis of the growing evidence base presentedin
the chapter reveals the extent to which the indirect
impact oftheillegal cocaeconomyis more significant,
especiallyin connection torelated moneylaundering
tied tolocal’extractive sectors. As such, activities asso-
ciated with'narco-deforestation; are seentoinclude
‘the reinvestment of drug trafficking proceeds into
legalandillegal land acquisition, forest clearance, the
creation of pasture for cattle, and other agricultural
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activities such as soy and palm plantations’3? Mo-
reover, analysis demonstrates how ‘Alongside the
recycling of profits into agricultural activities is the
financing of accompanying infrastructure, ranging
from landing strips to irregular roads, all of which
affect the integrity of forests and biodiversity'**The
increasing complexity of the drug-environment nexus
or’‘crime ecosystem’becomes even more profound
with the acknowledgment that'The expansion and
diversification of drug trafficking organizations and
other criminal groups into cattle ranching, selective
logging, gold mining, real estate, and trafficking in
wildlife are directly and indirectly contributing to a
host of negative environmental impacts’**In this re-
garditisinteresting to note the Report’s deployment
ofthe term’narco-deforestation’. Chapter5in the 2022
World Drug Report made no reference to the phrase
within the text, although McSweeny and colleagues’
important2014 piecein Scienceintroducing the con-
ceptisreferenced.*This year, however, itis given some
visibility, including in the chapter’s key findings and
the Report’s Executive Summary?¢ where’narco-defo-
restation’is highlighted as’posing agrowing danger
tothe world’s largest rainforest’.

Forced crop eradication

Considering the chapter’s presentation of the new
conceptual framework as a’roadmap’for the formula-
tion of strategies, there is disappointingly little discus-
sion of theimpact of specificdrug policies themselves
ontheenvironment, letalone the effect of the overar-
ching international legal architecture within which
they operate;issues thatarereceivingincreasing cri-
tical attention.?” Interms of individual interventions,
however, itis worth noting here inclusion within the
chapter of a brief discussion on forced eradication.
Itis positive to see the Report note that, along with
arange of other factors, forced eradication can ‘tri-
gger deforestation and environmental degradation
since it can pushiillicit cultivation into new areas’as
well as‘contribute to population displacement and
voluntary migration, thusimposing new pressureson
forested areas through urbanization and increasing
deforestation and degradation’¢Itis also noteworthy
that, although the chapter seems to overlook some
relevantresearch in Bolivia, itimplicitly suggests the
need forinvestigation beyond Colombia.

That said, it is important to highlight several areas
of concern regarding the UNODC'’s presentation of
existing research. Specifically, while the chapter refers
toa 2013 assessment suggesting a‘positive correla-
tion between eradication and shifting cultivation; the
UNODC once again counters this with reference to



a study six years later indicating that ‘the effect on
new coca cultivation is either non-existent (in the
case of manual eradication) or leads to a reduction
of new coca cultivation in neighbouring areas as well
(in the case of aerial spraying)" It is of course good
practice to present a balanced account of the exis-
ting evidence base. Nonetheless, this must be done
with careful consideration, including with research
thatincorporatesimplications for development and
humanrights. Asitis,andinan unfortunate repeat of
discussioninlastyear’sReport, the same 2019 study is
presented uncritically and without any consideration
for methodology and consequentissues concerning
comparability. Since discussion around the validity
of the balloon effect in Colombia was given signifi-
cantattentionin our2022 analysis of thatyear’s World
Drug Report, thereis noneed toreprise the arguments
here. Amidst many other studies on the phenomena
in Colombia, it appears methodologically unwise - if
perhaps politically useful -to continue to deploy asin-
gle study as the‘definitive’ counteracting‘statement
on this subject’

In terms of balance, the chapter does a better job in
its brief discussion of aerial fumigation. It notes that
‘while some research has shown that aerial spraying
can generate negative health effects on cocagrowing
communities’ other research is not so conclusive
about the size and scope of the impact on the envi-
ronment of glyphosate, spraying mixtures and the
precision of spraying' Readers are directed to Booklet
5 from 2022 for evidence for the latter perspective
and once the reference is located must then turn to
the online Methodological Annexto dig out suppor-
ting material.*'

To be fair, here the UNODC has drawn together an
impressive list of research publicationsinto theissue.
Importantly, however, discussions under the heading
‘Eradication and the Environment’begin with the cri-
tical qualification that'The impact of illicit crop era-
dication on the environment may have different out-
comes and different ramifications depending upon
the context’; a crucial message that might have been
usefully included within the main Reports themselves.

Moreover, despite ongoing academic debate concer-
ning the carcinogenic properties of glyphosate,** it
is surprising that the UNODC does not apply a more
overtly cautious approach to the policy option in
general.This is particularly the case bearing in mind
the findings of the WHO's International Agency for
Research on Cancer in 2015 that the pesticide was
‘probably carcinogenic to humans:* Further,and whi-
le not explicitly noted within the Annex or chapter 4,
assessment of the impact of eradication, including
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aerial fumigation, on the environment will ultimately
depend on the indicators deployed. This is the case
forboth academicresearch design and official policy
evaluation. Forexample, on the latterand influenced
to some extent by the Global Drug Policy Index,* re-
cent work by Colombian researchers suggests that
where that country is concerned, specific indicators
relating to forest conservation should be included
with more holistic metrics focusing on socioeconomic
conditions through multidimensional poverty mea-
sures, protection of human rights defenders, social
leaders and their communities and local legitima-
cy of State institutions. As the authors of the March
2023 Report note,‘one advantage of these indicators
isthatthey areall quantifiable and have already been
monitored by cooperation agencies such as UNODC
through surveys of households linked'to Colombia’s
Comprehensive National Program of the Substitution
of illicitly used crops’ (PNIS).* This is not to say that
there is no need for more environmentally focused
metrics, however.

Communitiesand Indigenous
Peoples

In awelcome expansion of the scope of analysis from
the very limited mention in last year’s Report,* it is
largely positive to see chapter 4 devote specific at-
tention tocommunities and Indigenous populations.
A dedicated - although still relatively brief and so-
mewhat problematic - section on the topic begins by
explaining how‘In under-policed areas of the Ama-
zon Basin where State presence and associated social
servicesare limited, drug production, traffickingand
consumption typically have adisproportionately high
impactonvulnerable communities and the environ-
ment for each unit produced.‘One reason for this; it
continues’is that drug producers and traffickers have
fewer constraints in place to minimize their environ-
mentalimpacts.The Report goes on to outline how, in
anattemptto‘reduce therisk of disruption from secu-
rity services, what are defined as‘drug groups”often
confine production and trafficking to moreisolated,
protected areas where many of these environmen-
talimpacts are hidden from public scrutiny’¥ We are
also informed how the encroachment of ‘organized
criminal groups’into national and state parks, conser-
vation areas and Indigenous territories has multiple
implications.These range from property disputes to
‘periodic cooptation; orassimilation, and‘recruitment
into various facets of the illicit drug trade’ with the
impact having the potential to be extremely violent.*

Althoughin many ways useful, analysis hereis opento
challenge for several reasons. First there is an inbuilt
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assumption that increased State presence will by its
very nature improve the circumstances of commu-
nities and Indigenous populations and is therefore
warranted. Such a perspective overlooks the reality
of political situations where, seeking to enrich them-
selves and close associates, those in power actively
encourage environmental degradationand atthe very
least turn a blind eye to related criminal activity and
human rights violations. The former Brazilian Presi-
dent Jair Bolsonaro (2019-2022) was a case in point.
Moreover, it should not be forgotten how‘over-poli-
cing'canalsoresultin serious and extensive negative
outcomes. Again, Brazil provides an example of what
can be described as’structural violence'with related
police action - frequently brutal in nature — dispro-
portionately impacting Indigenous groups. Second,
the UNODC'’s analysis overlooks how, in the absence
of afunctioning State, in many instances theillegal
drug economy can act as a lifeline for communities
and Indigenous Peoples.*

While discussing the alarming growth in homicidal
violence within Indigenous populationsin Brazil, the
Report notes the rapid increases in exploitation of
protected lands, in particularfrom land-grabbers, ille-
galloggersand garimpeiros (wildcat goldminers) and
highlights the role of members of the criminal group
the PCCin arange of nefarious activities. lllegal gold
miningin the Yanomamiand Munduruku territories of
Brazilis shown to have resulted in shockingly elevated
levels of mercury poisoning within the Indigenous
populations. This consequence of environmental
degradation is in addition to mining-related defo-
restation. An analogous situation is also reported in
parts of Colombia and Peru, with, in the latter, armed
groups routinely targeting‘Indigenous and commu-
nity leaders in the Amazon region.What the UNODC
terms, ‘narco-penetration’is also revealed as exten-
ding to trafficking in wildlife and illegal fisheries.** All
of which leads the authors to highlight as one of the
chapter’skeyfindings,and hencealso stress withinthe
Report’s Executive Summary, that’Indigenous Peoples
and other minorities are disproportionately affected
by the criminal nexus in the Amazon Basin, as they
suffer forcible displacement, mercury poisoningand
other health-related impacts, increased exposure to
violence and victimization and more’>'

Mindful of this important aspect of the complex in-
tersections exploredinthe chapter, such attentionis
clearly positive and complementsincreased attention
within the CND. Admittedly after protracted and diffi-
cult negotiations, the 66" session in March 2023 saw
the Committee of the Whole adopt, for the first time,
aresolution emphasising indigenous rights withina
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sustainable and inclusive alternative development
framework.>?

Nonetheless, considering once again presentation of
the new conceptual framework as a guide for'diagno-
sing risks and formulating prevention strategies, the
paucity of meaningful analysis of the impact of drug
controlinterventions on theintricate relationship be-
tween rural communities, Indigenous peoplesand the
environment is disappointing. For instance, despite
the discussion on forced eradication, it is surprising
that there is no mention of the problems associated
with post-2016 coca control policiesin Colombia. In
spite of its links to rural reform adopted in the Peace
Agreementand the concomitant promise of‘environ-
mental recovery;> research has shown how‘Certain
flaws in the design and implementation of the PNIS
have had negative consequences’including‘therisein
the murder of leaders, deforestation and inter-ethnic
and socio-environmental conflicts’>*

Itis worthwhile recalling here that, in her Preface to
the Report, the Executive Director stressed how ‘Pu-
tting people first requires policymakers and service
providerstoactively protecthumanrights of all by de-
molishing barriers to evidence-based services across
the continuum of care’ It is true that her comments
in this instance relate specifically to drug treatment.
They are equally applicable, however, to discussion
of a range of issues within the crime-environment
‘ecosystem) particularly regarding those people who
bear the greatest burden of not just criminal activity
butill-conceived and/or poorly implemented policy
approaches. Andas such, whilein-depth analysis of an
array of interconnectingillegal markets and the beha-
viours of a range of criminal actors operating within
themisimportantandilluminating, this should notbe
at the expense of meaningful discussion of affected
communities and, crucially, States’obligations to pro-
tectthemandindeed the environmentitself. It can be
argued that the predominant focus within chapter 4
on criminal marketsand criminal actorsisaninevitable
product of how the topic is perceived, and moreover
how the favoured analytical lensis deployed. After all,
it is natural for different ontological perspectives to
generate different conclusions and priorities.

Greencriminology and beyond:
‘Possibilities and problems’

Combined with booklet 5 of the 2022 World Drug Re-
port,thisyear’s chapter 4 of the’Contemporary Issues
on Drugs'booklet can be seen as the beginnings of
the UNODC’s engagement with green criminology as
an approach to interrogate, better understand and



help guide the development of policies to address
the complexandincreasinglyimportantrelationship
between various aspects of illegal markets, drugs key
amongstthem, and the environment.This should cer-
tainly beregarded asan encouraging and potentially
rewarding —if notentirely unproblematic - move.To
paraphrase the title of a recentacademic article, itis
this type of criminology ‘That Matters in the Age of
Global Ecological Collapse’*®

Other disciplinary perspectives, including explicitly
human rights-focused approaches, can also be deplo-
yed as conceptual lenses and organising frameworks
for investigation of the issue area (see Box 1). Yet, as
noted earlier, despite encouragement for the UNODC
to engage more meaningfully with the myriad human
rights dimensions of drug policy and become less of
anoutlierwithinthe UN system, itisadelusion thatthe
Office on Drugs and Crime will dispense completely
with criminologically-oriented perspectives. Notin
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the short term at least. For some, the introduction
of environmental (including convergent) crime into
the UNODC's work can be seenas animportant route
forbreaking down the’notoriously siloed approaches
within the UN drug and crime control systems’with
the’chapter onthe Amazon’leaving’little doubt that
thereisastrong need for comprehensive approaches,
both at the global policy-making level, as well as at
the implementation level’*® An emphasis on crime,
however, is not withoutits problems. Recent research
into the nexus between crime and developmentably
exposes this point (see Box 2). Nonetheless, with that
reality in mind, the careful application of green crimi-
nology does offer real opportunities to move beyond
a traditional focus on the study of criminal activities
and criminal actors and function as an entry point for
engagementwith arange of critical issues thatinter-
sect with many of the concerns of otherapproaches,
including those focusing on human rights.

Narratives beyond crime: Alternatives are available

Inadditionto green criminology and green Interna-
tional Relations theory, itis possible to usearange
of other organising intellectual/disciplinary fra-
meworks through which to explore the complex
relationship between drugs, convergent crimes
and the environment. Forinstance, if deployed with
care, recent developments in critical security stu-
dies provide entry pointsin terms,among others, of
human and environmental security.”” Mindful of the
UN's fundamental concern forhuman rights, howe-
ver, a particularly relevant alternative approach to
the current crime focus, even in the form of green
criminology, can be found in the increasingly rich
connections being explored through the lens of
human rights and environmental protection.

Atits simplest, this can be broken down into three
interconnected frameworks. Each overlap and su-
pplementoneanotherandin places correspondin
many ways, including in terminology and outlook,
with some perspectives within green criminology.

Within a human rights and environmental law
framework, for example, beyond a range of UN
documents enshrining different human rights, in-
cluding those afterthe 1972 UN Conference on the
Human Environment, recent developments have
seen nature, including rivers and forests, accorded
legal rights.>®

Emerging out of aconcernforthe disproportionate
impact of arange of environmental challenges on

certain communities, as in green criminology the
environmental justice approachis multifaceted. In-
cluding important works like Joan Martinez-Alier’s
‘environmentalism of the poor’* it nevertheless
coalesces around the search to establish the duty
bearers and recipients of justice, sees environmen-
tal problems as exacerbating existing inequalities,
and often’relates to situations in which those who
are least responsible for a problem are the ones
most affected and vulnerable toits consequences’.
Some legal scholarsalsoincludeinter-species jus-
tice within this typology.®°

Not withoutits critics, stemming originally from the
1987 Report of the World Commission on Environ-
mentand Development (commonly known as the
Brundtland Report), the Sustainable Development
framework unsurprisingly deploys the Sustainable
Development Agenda as an overarching concept
and its associated SDGs as tools and indicators for
dealing with the intersection between different
forms of environmental degradation and human
rights.

These andindeed otherframeworks, including tra-
ditional knowledge of Indigenous Peoples, the law
and society approach, and the North-South divi-
de, consequently, provide alternative narratives to
thatapparently establishing dominance within the
emerging international policy discourse on drugs
and the environment.®’
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Now over three decades old, green criminology re-
mains somewhat difficult to define.The termitself was
firstcoinedin 1990 and has now been widely accepted
asdescribing a perspective within criminological work
‘devoted to the study of crime against and harms to
the natural environment’52Its utility, therefore, liesin
thefact thatitexpandsthe scope of criminology to ad-
dressforms of crime that are ordinarily excluded from
criminological research. Indeed, green criminology
extends’beyondthefocus onstreetandinterpersonal
crimes'toincorporate consideration of what has been
described as‘the destructive effects of human activi-
tiesonlocal and global ecosystems'®*In so doing, the
approach goes further than the mainstream’s focus
onindividual offenders and‘considers not just ques-
tions of crime as defined by a strict legalist/criminal
law conception;® but also among other things exami-
nes questions concerning’rights, justice’and crucia-
lly‘victimization’s> In many ways, its emergence and
subsequentevolution outside traditional disciplinary
boundaries parallels what can be seen as the‘green
turn’in other social science disciplines. For instance,
while environmental problems havelong been a con-
cern within the discipline of International Relations
(IR), critical green theories that also emerged in the
early 1990s challenge the State-centric framework,
rationalistanalysis and‘ecological blindness of ortho-
dox’IRapproaches and can be seento‘offerarange of
new environmental interpretations of international
justice,democracy, development, modernizationand
security’®

To some extent like the plurality of green theory per-
spectivesin IR, abroad approach embracinganarray
of different names (including eco-critical criminology,
conservation criminology and eco-global criminol-
ogy), typologies and associated subfields has led to
the view thatthereis’no green criminology theory as
such’(original emphasis). Rather, as observedin 1998
by one of the key figures in the development of the
approach, there is what can be loosely described as
a green’‘perspective’®” This draws on‘various philo-
sophical, sociological, legal and scientific traditions’®®
with Nigel South’s view arguably as pertinent today
asitwas 25 years ago. Writing in 2016, another lead-
ing figure in the field observed that'Green crimeis a
fast-moving and somewhat contested area in which
academics, policymakers and practitioners frequent-
ly disagree not only on how green crimes should be
defined but also on the nature of criminality invol-
ved, potential solutions to problems of green crime
andthe contentand priorities of policy’*That said, it
should be highlighted that thereisan understanding
thatgreen criminology’provides forinter-disciplinary
and multi-disciplinary engagement’ with not only
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‘environmental crimes’but also’broader environmen-
talharms’”®

As part of an evolutionary process whereby the dis-
cipline of criminology has moved to reframe the pa-
rameters of enquiry outside traditional conceptions
of crime, and to some can thus be seen as part of a
shift towards’supranational criminology’”*and even
‘criminology beyond crime;”? the consideration of a
range of harms within green criminology is indeed
paramount. [t mightalso be viewed asan aspect of the
emergence withinthe discipline of the notion of‘social
harm'”asanimportant guiding concept. As has been
noted, thisitselfis'not without analytical problemsin
its definition, but‘unlike“crime”the concept of harm
can be constituted primarily by its operationalisation,
ratherthan a strictly defined legal system’ Moreover,
“harm”can primarily be defined as such by those who
have experienced or witnessed it’and‘therefore may
be more responsive to considering the ranges of cau-
ses of human suffering than the concept of “crime™.’*

With this in mind, and conscious of green crimino-
logy’s gaze beyond anthropocentric concerns, at its
‘mostabstractlevel’it can be seentoinclude the study
and acknowledgement of ‘those harms against’not
just’humanity’but also‘againstthe environment]...]
and against non-human animals committed by both
powerful organisations (e.g., governments, transna-
tional corporations, military apparatuses) but also
ordinary people’’® Criminal organisations, including
thoseinvolved in various ways within theillegal drug
markets can of course be added to the list of ‘power-
ful’ actors. It must not, however, be forgotten that
the actions of government also remain a main area
of concern. Moreover, influenced in many ways by
political economic green criminology (PEG-C) - the
original approach employed to defineits boundaries
—green criminology is fundamentally concerned with
the operation of, and harm associated with, overar-
chingeconomicand political systems. Although the
principal focus is capitalism,’® thisis notat the expense
of other organising ideological frameworks, a critical
point forour discussion.

Attherisk of oversimplification, itis plausible therefo-
re to suggest that one of Rob Whites'core arguments
in his 2008 Crimes Against Nature: Environmental Crim-
inology and Ecological Justice still stands.Then he put
forward the view that’'most environmental criminol-
ogy can bedistinguished on the basis of who or what
precisely is being victimized' (original emphasis). With
this proposition as a starting point, White argues that
thereare‘three broad theoretical tendencies thatgen-
erally frame how specific writers view the nature of
environmentalissues, including harm and responses



to harm’:environmental justice, ecological justiceand
speciesjustice.””

Admittedly the subject of some contestation within
the field, these interconnected‘tendencies’could all
be usefully deployed in further UNODC analysis of the
drugs-environment nexus. For example, ecological
justice, withitsfocus on the relationship orinteraction
between humans and the natural environment, insists
that any contact be assessed within the context of
damageto otherliving things. From this perspective,
‘Ecological notions of rights and justice see humans
as but one component of complex ecosystems that
should be preserved for their own sake, as supported
by the notion of the rights of the environment.”This
links with otherapproaches, including International
Relations green theory and some approaches within

international law, that accentuate the identity of the
environment, or components thereof, inits own right
(see Box 1). At a practical level it also highlights the
importance of issues relating to monitoring and the
use of appropriate indicators. For example, in rela-
tion to assessing biodiversity loss associated with a
range of not onlyillegal market activities butalsodrug
control interventions. The non-human or biocentric
focus of species justice and its assertion that there is
no hierarchy of existence with human beings at the
pinnacle encourages similar considerationsand ques-
tions concerning the monitoring and evaluation of
drug policies. Attention here, however, will focus on
the potential of the environmental justice approach,
particularly its intersection with humanrights, to en-
hance future analysis.

Unravelling the crime-development nexus

Writing in their 2022 monograph, Jarrett Blaustein,
Tom Chodor and Nathan W. Pino ask a deceptively
simple question: is crime a development issue?
Combining historical analysis with both interviews
with high-levelinternational crime policy officials
(past and present) and a sophisticated theoretical
framework, the book forensically”...interrogates
the claim that crimeis an obstacle to development
by considering how and why this issue-linkage
has been constructed to advance and secure va-
riations of a global capitalist agenda’ In so doing it
illuminates the ‘political economy of global crime
governance’and argues persuasively that radical

reforms are necessary for‘aligning the work of the
international crime policy community with the aims
of the Sustainable Development Goals'.

As the research demonstrates, the UNODC is a
late comer within aframing process that has been
evolving since the League of Nations. Yet, from an
institutional perspective, the Office’s advocacy for
linking the issues of crime and development has
been ‘driven by material and bureaucratic consi-
derations’. From this perspective, and mindful of
theimportant role it plays within the maintenance
and operationalisation of States’activities within the
nexus, the authors argue that‘Reforming UNODC,
transforming the global governance of crime, and
reframing the focus of its work is therefore essen-
tialfor constructing a more inclusive and authentic
transnational legal order that might prove conse-
quential when it comes to creating conditions that
support a more equitable and sustainable future’
(original emphasis).

Moreover, they continue,’In the absence of signifi-
cantinstitutional reforms, UNODC's contributions to
the SDG agenda may at best prove inconsequential
and out of synch with the wider UN system, and will
thus continue to undermine the long-standing aim
of promoting system wide coherence. At worst, it
may simply serve toreproduce a transnational legal
order that is fundamentally designed to preserve
an unsustainable and inequitable model of global
capitalism which would representan obstacle tothe
realization of the most ambitious and progressive
aspirations of the 2030 Agenda’”®

Analysis of the World Drug Report 2023:
The promise and peril of going green

-
N



Analysis of the World Drug Report 2023:
The promise and peril of going green

-
W

Green Criminology, environmental
justice,and humanrights

Environmental justice is a discourse focusing on the
'distribution of environmentsamong peoplesin terms
of access to and use of specific natural resources in
defined geographical areas, and the impacts of par-
ticular social practices and environmental hazards on
specific populations.®With analysis of human health
and wellbeing at its core, central to the approach is
anunderstanding that various types of crime related
environmental degradation do not affectindividuals
and communities equally. Put simply,‘'some people
aremore likely to be disadvantaged by environmental
problems than others'® In this regard, much green
criminology focuses on patterns of ‘differential vic-
timization'relating to the’siting of toxic waste dumps,
extreme air pollution, chemical accidents, access to
clean drinking water and so on’#?

The perspective, however, is equally applicable to
communitiesinthe Amazon Basin impacted delete-
riously by various aspects, both directand indirect, of
theillegal drug market on the environment. It should
berecalled that certain groups also incur dispropor-
tionate costs associated with poorly conceived, de-
signed and/or implemented government policies
as the example of PNIS mentioned above illustrates.
As with the more typical application of the environ-
mental justice approach, within the Amazon Basin it
is often Indigenous Peoples that are the victims of a
range of harms, including those relating to‘conver-
gentcrime’ A pointthat, asdiscussed above, chapter
4rightly acknowledges.

This reality connects in a direct fashion with a bifur-
cation of perspectives concerning human interests
within the environmental justice approach. While a
focus on humans remains at the core of both, the an-
thropocentricdominated conception privileges what
White refers to as the ‘conventional instrumentalist
view of the world and human’s domination over na-
tureincluding nonhuman animals’. An more ecocen-
tricapproach, however, can be seen to be based on
‘enlightened human selfinterest, one that is informed
by notions of interrelationship between humans, bio-
sphereand nonhuman animals’(original emphasis). &

Althoughitis‘widely accepted that the environment
and human rights are interdependent to the extent
that environmental harms can, and often do, under-
mine progress towards the full realization of human
rights’® such a perspective is particularly poignant
vis-a-vis the rights of Indigenous Peoples and their
often symbiotic relationship with their local natural
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environments.2> As the UN Department of Economic
and Social Affairs points out, their ‘relationships to
ancestral lands are the source of cultural, spiritual
and social identity, and form the basis of their tra-
ditional knowledge systems'#¢ This was a point rec-
ognised within the UN system aslongago as 1992 at
the Conference on Environment and Development.
Mindful of the focus of the event, the Earth Summit,
asitis sometimes called, recognised that Indigenous
Peoples and their communities have a critical role to
play in managing and protecting the environment.
Nonetheless, it also highlighted the importance of
their‘traditional knowledge and practices'® Thisis a
key issue within the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity;ahard law instrument that came out of the Earth
Summit and that is central for emerging analysis of
the drugs-environment nexus, particularly regarding
States’obligations to protect biodiversity. With thisin
mind, and despite the tendency of green criminology
and traditional criminology even more so to neglect
the ‘green victimization’ of Native and Indigenous
Peoples, the environmental justice approach clearly
creates strong conceptual and practical links between
human rights and the environment, including what
can be defined as the subset of Indigenous rights.

Recent research drawing on Marxist ecological the-
ory goes further and explores the ways in which the
‘structural organisation of capitalism cofacilitates the
intersection of ecocide with genocide and illustrates
how ecological destruction contributes to genocide’®®
Relatedly, the approach taken by another strand of
green criminology, Southern Green Criminology, con-
tends that the North-South divide is‘fundamental in
the production of environmental harm’® And sucha
perspective can certainly be applied to analysis of the
global cocaine market and the growing recognition of
the unequal distribution between the so-called Global
North and Global South of a variety of costs, including
those concerning not only market-related violence
but also environmental degradation and associated
humanrights violations.**Writingin 2015, McSweeny
explains how‘Countries from the global South have
been paying a huge ecological and human price for
drug policies driven primarily by affluent nations of
the global North'‘This disproportionate burden car-
ried by poor countries, she continues, ‘includes lost
economic opportunities, pollution and health prob-
lems caused by defoliants, the enriching of militaries
and elites, cities ravaged by violence-not to mention
steep environmental costs’??

Within this context, and in parallel with gradual and
overdue movesinthe scholarship ondrug historyand
policy to shift away from the privileging of Western
narratives,®* there is much to be said for the view that,



harnessing the‘epistemological power of the margin-
alised, impoverished and oppressed; Southern green
criminology’must seek to critically uncoverthe harmful
practices that make the South victim to ecological dis-
crimination’®* As AviBrisman and Nigel South pointout,
while atthe’macro/global level, green criminology has
alwaysrecognised globalinequalities, the north-south
divide and the weight of exploitation bearing down on
indigenous and colonial peoples, recent years have
seenapowerful connectiontothe‘importantnewarea
of southern criminology’and investigation of,among
other things, ‘injustice against Indigenous peoples®*
To be sure, whileits scope extends beyond the purely
anthropocentric nature of traditional human rights
approaches, green criminologyis‘fundamentally]...]
concerned with“rights”(whether considered in terms
of law, philosophy or fairness)-**

With all this in mind, the UNODC should be com-
mended for devoting some, albeit limited, attention
to communities and Indigenous peoples when dis-
cussing illegal markets and criminal actors. What is
missing from the analysis, however, isa more explicit
connectiontoIndigenousrights and the obligations
of States to consider the protection of human rights
more broadly in the developmentand deployment of
policy interventions. As mentioned earlier, the issue
isincluded, in general terms, in the Special Points of
Interest booklet.* Itis also particularly welcometo see
it highlighted in the associated‘Possible Responses’
section.Hereitis noted that'Tailored, community-lev-
elinterventionsforlocal and Indigenous communities
should protect their rights to health and safety and to
aclean, healthy and sustainable environment, inline
with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples [UNDRIP], while addressing their
needs and providing sustainable alternatives to the
illiciteconomy".

The Declaration, and the need to meaningfully involve
affected communities aslaid outinarticles 18, 19and
32 as well as other — internationally binding - com-
mitments, is clearly central to any consideration of
theissue.*” Itis, however, but one international legal
instrument, and associated set of obligations, in need
of attention. As noted ina 1997 case before the Inter-
national Court of Justice,'damage to the environment
canimpairand undermine all the humanrights spo-
ken ofin the Universal Declaration on Human Rights
andinotherhumanrightsinstruments’including both
the International Covenanton Civil and Political Rights
and the International Covenant on Economic, Social
and Cultural Rights.*®

Moreover, while thereisno need toreproduceithere,
the comprehensive list of obligations and associated
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commentary accompanying guidance produced
by the International Guidelines on Human Rights
demonstrates the breadth of issues States must take
into consideration, including crucially monitoring the
implementation of drug control activities.*

Itistelling, therefore, that within the text of chapter4
itself there is only a single mention of human rights.
And then, included within the‘Conceptualizing the
Crime Ecosystem’graphic (see Figure 1), it is framed
as an‘additional’rather than core harm. As this sug-
gests, fromthe perspective of green criminology and
its focus on harmas much as crime,*®thereis certainly
scope forwork. A morefundamental challenge for the
UNODCand its use of green criminology, however, lies
within the perspective’simplicitly critical foundations.

Structural critiques:Theinherent
dilemmaforgreencriminology
and the drug-environment nexus

Despite the numerous approaches and internal de-
bates within green criminology, a common theme
binding many of them together relates to a perception
of capitalism as an overarching structure of harm. As
Michael Lynch has argued,'Given the connection be-
tween capitalism, corporate expansion, and ecolog-
ical destruction/disorganization; green criminology
‘recognizes thatlaws and environmental policies can,
atbest, limitsome, but cannot solve the ecological dam-
age caused by overproduction, overconsumption, and
economic growth associated with the inherent expan-
sionary tendencies of capitalism’(original emphasis).*%*

While perhaps notimmediately obvious, itis possible
todrawadirectgreenline between such a perspective
andacritique of global drug prohibition as sustained
by the treaty-based UN drug control system. Recent
years have seen agrowing number of excellentanaly-
ses, some of them cited by the UNODC itself, exploring
theimpact of drug policy on the environment.Once
again, thereis no needto reprise theirarguments here.
Suffice to say, what has been usefully defined as the
‘drug policy-environment nexus’shows‘just how pro-
foundly counter-narcotics policies can work in oppo-
sition to policiesintended to protect the environment
and sustain development’%

Green criminology, however, allows the discussions
to be taken a step further. For example, drawing on,
among otherworks, David Courtwright’s seminal Forc-
esof Habit: Drugs and the Making of the Modern World,
Tammy Ayres argues that'drug prohibition has always
prioritised, or at least been tied to, the exigencies of
capitalism and the interests of the state’** She conse-
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quently contends’Drug prohibition and policiesand
programmes aimed at supply (rather than demand)
are contradictory, discriminatory, harmful and pri-
oritise the expansion of capitalism and the interests
of those in power’1® Moreover, Ayres articulates the
view that:

‘Infact, because of the War on Drugs’adverse im-
pact on the environment (e.g., biodiversity loss,
deforestation, pollution of air soil and water), one
could argue that it is an ecologically destructive
intervention thatamounts to state-induced ecoci-
de-aprohibition schemethat causes untold harm
andirreversible damage beyond ecosystem level,
disproportionately effecting developing (transit
and producer) countries, many of which are loca-
tedinthe Global South’%

Whether or not one agrees with this‘critical’ perspec-
tive, as with most other areas of attention within the
Report,itis difficult to disconnectanalysis of drugsand
the environment from the prohibitive emphasis of
the overarching multilateral framework within which
drug policy takes place. Indeed, while it is possible
to argue that similar markets operating within the
capitalistframework, coffee production forexample,
arenotalways environmentally harm free, theirlegal
status allows for regulation that can minimise nega-
tive effects. Moreover, even in the absence of such
an overtly anti-capitalist critique, as a social science
(sub)discipline, green criminology must go beyond
the gaze of physical scientists to explore why arange
of harms occur.’®® Nevertheless, despite productive
discussion of the increasingly complexinterconnec-
tions between various forms of crime in the Amazon
Basin—including the usefulintroduction of the idea of
convergent crime and the associated conceptions of
a‘crime ecosystem’-chapter4andrelated parts of the
Report more broadly assiduously avoid engagement
with pertinent discussions of structurally determined
market dynamics.

As presented by the UNODC, increasing researchinto
theissue certainly reveals the enormous indirect ef-
fectoftheillegal market onthe environmentandrelat-
edinfringements of human rights.Various aspects of
‘narco-penetration’and’narco-deforestation’as well as
otherforms of illegal activity, including mining, have
alargerdeleteriousimpact than activities directly re-
lating to theillegal cultivation and trafficking of crops,
coca principalamong them.

Emphasising this complex reality legitimately inte-
grates the drugissueinto a broader portfolio of crim-
inal activities and enhances our understanding of
how criminal groups behave and how this generates
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environmental impacts. Yet what is missing from the
analysis is any acknowledgement that it is precisely
the huge profits made from the illegal drugs market
inthefirst place that underpin those activities gener-
ating such extreme levels of indirect ecological harm.
Ironically, by shining a light on an epiphenomenal
dimension of the illegal drug market in the region,
the Reportemphasises —albeitimplicitly - theinher-
ent structural problems relating to prohibition asan
ideology rather than simply focus on specificaspects
of the market and policy interventions designed to
deal with them.Thus, what might then appearas an
attempt to side-step broader systemic dilemmas in
many ways backfires.

Omission of any discussion of broader systemic chal-
lenges is unfortunate considering not only the critical
importance of this larger picture for meaningful and
sustained environmental protection, and associated
protection of humanrights, butalso since recentyears
have seen government authorities themselves initi-
ate discussions concerning the need for alternative
policy approachesand theimportance of such shifts
forthe Amazon rainforest. Prominent in this process
was Colombian President Gustavo Petro’s September
2022 speech, his first, to the UN General Assembly.
Then, as UN News reported, Petro said that‘the world’s
addictionto money, oil and carbon is destroying the
rainforest and its people under the excuse of a“hyp-
ocritical”war against drugs.*”’

Concluding comments

Continued attention within the World Drug Report
2023 on the topic of drugs and the environment
must be seen as a positive move. Not only does the
UNODC's significant consideration of the issue via a
green criminology perspective raise its profile within
policy debatesinVienna, and hopefully beyond, the
introduction of the concept of convergent crime and
‘criminal ecosystems’also enhances understanding
ofthe complexity of criminal markets and associated
activities within the Amazon Basin; aframework that
has the potential to be deployed in other ecologically
sensitive regions.

From this perspective the Office is right to highlight
that, in protecting fragile ecosystems, Member States
need to employ’‘integrated efforts’that permitlaw en-
forcement agencies to keep pace with agile criminal
models.’®Thisis very muchinline with the perspective
of green criminology whereby attention is given to‘in-
novative ways to combat the multi-dimensional nature
of environmental crimes’'® Moreover, in articulating
the complex nature of the drugs-environment nexus,



chapter 4 of the Report does well to highlight the del-
eteriousimpact of criminal activities on communities,
Indigenous Peoples and the environment tself.

Missed opportunities and fundamental challenges
remain, however. And it can be argued that these are
a product of an ongoing tendency by the Office to
privilege the phenomena of ‘crime’ over associated
harmsand humanrights.Thisis a trend thatis difficult
to disconnect from the eagerness of Member States
toinvestin‘anti-crime’policies — notably‘countering
transnational organised crime’- and the associated
imbalance towards the crime as opposed to drugs
programme within the UNODC's consolidated bud-
get.'Indeed, the relationship between special pur-
pose funding and UNODC research can be seen as a
reinforcing circle whereby States support work that
privilegesthe crime narrative, whichitselfin turnthen
highlights the need for more anti-crime oriented in-
vestment. And so on.

Consequently, forinstance, despite the presentation
of the new conceptual framework as a‘roadmap for
diagnosing risks and formulating prevention strate-
gies, the Report contains limited attention — even if
presented as preliminary discussions —to the harm-
fulimpact of policy interventions and the‘drug poli-
cy-environment nexus. Analysis of forced eradication
is welcome. But further emphasis would have been
constructive, including in relation to the design and
implementation of ‘alternative development’ pro-
grammes, as well asregarding itsimpacts on human
rightsand the environment.

Similarly, special mention of the importance of the
UNDRIP should be commended.Yet, given the central-
ity of the relationship between Indigenous Peoples’
rights and environmental protection, further analysis
of this and other human rights obligations of States
represents a missed opportunity that characterises
the UNODC's ongoing operation as an outlier with-
in the UN system vis-a-vis the issue of human rights.
The crucial nature of this relationship is powerfully
outlined by the UN Department of Economicand So-
cial Affairs:'Thereisan urgent need to advance these
rights toimprove Indigenous peoples'well-being but
alsoto address some of the most pressing global chal-
lenges, including climate change and environmental
degradation’'** Moreover, and considering the 2018
UN Declaration onthe topic, for Andean countries like
Colombiaitis vital that the rights of farmersand‘other
people workinginrural areas’are also considered.*

Forsome, agrowinginterestintherole ofindigenous
wisdom and the connection between psychedelics
and the environment holds promise for the future.!*?
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Relatedly, recent efforts of the Bolivian government to
initiate aWHO critical review of the scheduling of coca
leaf withinthe 1961 Single Convention certainly links
anumber of relevant strands relating to indigenous
Peoples’rights, environmental protection and the in-
creasingly germane topic of decolonisation of drug
policy more broadly;*** the latter providing another
potentially productive lens through which to anal-
yse thedrugs-environment nexus. Further,and while
deviating from the environmental justice approach
within green criminology espoused here as a prom-
ising path forward, more attention could have been
givento States’obligations relative to other relevant
international legal instruments. For instance, while
biodiversity is mentioned in passing within chapter
4,1%5 jts criticality to discussions of the intersection
between drugs and the environment, both in terms
of directand indirectimpact, means it deserves more
space. This is particularly so in terms of biodiversity
risk assessments.

These, and other examples of gaps in the analysis
are important but can be easily addressed within
any furtherresearch, related publications and state-
ments — including crucially during what remains of
the Midterm Review process.'*® A more problematic
challenge, however, liesin how the UNODC handles,
oronceagain side-steps, the harms generated by the
overarching framework of global drug prohibition. For
allthe potential benefits toresult from the adoption of
agreen criminology perspective, and there are many
regarding its role in not only opening discussion of
human rights - particularly Indigenous rights — but
alsoin highlighting a series of broadly defined harms,
itis increasingly difficult to ignore the overarching
influence of the UN drug control architecture. Yearon
year, like other parts of the Vienna-based drug control
apparatus, the UNODC consequently finds itselfin a
progressively more awkward position. Emphasising
therole of convergent crime and the enormousindi-
rectimpact ofillegal drug markets on environmental
well-being, and within that the serious implications
forboth biodiversity loss and climate change, admit-
tedly captures other parts ofacomplex equation. Yet,
even with a full application of a green criminology
approach demanding it, the UNODC is not yet able
question the system that sustains it and apply the
truly holisticand integrated analysis thatis required.
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