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Women and Drugs in the Americas: A Working Analysis
Summary of the CIM/CICAD round-table discussion 
(June 3rd 2013, La Antigua, Guatemala)
Moderator: Corina Giacomello, Autonomous University of Chiapas (UNACH), Mexico.

Opening Remarks:
· José Miguel Insulza, Secretary General of the OAS

· Jorge Hevia, Permanent Observer of Spain to the OAS

· Roxana Baldetti, Constitutional Vice-President of the Republic of Guatemala

Presentation 

· Maureen Clarke Clarke, President of the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM)

Panelists

· Eka Iakobishvili, Harm Reduction International 

· Marie Nougier, International Drug Policy Consortium

· Diana Esther Guzmán, Center for the Study of Law, Justice, and Society (DeJusticia)

· Carlos Zamudio, Collective for an Integral Drug Policy in Mexico (Cupihd) 
Closing Remarks

· Elizabeth Quiroa Cuellar, Principle Delegate of Guatemala to the CIM

· Paul E. Simons, Executive Secretary of the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD/OAS) 
· Carmen Moreno, Executive Secretary of the CIM

Claims by the media, paired with the scarce data available suggest that in recent years, the participation of women in the international drug problem has increased significantly. Nevertheless, while this participation is visible in the news, it has been largely absent from the research and other activities of most governmental and inter-governmental bodies in the Americas. 
In the context of the 43rd regular session of the General Assembly of the OAS and with the aim of raising awareness among OAS Delegates and other stakeholders, the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) and the Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD) organized a round-table discussion on women and drugs in the Americas.  The event brought together representatives from government, academia, civil society and the international community in order to share existing knowledge on how women participate in the drug problem and identify areas where research, public policy and specific programs are needed.

In general, we know relatively little about the people that participate in the drug problem – be they men or women.  As usually happens in other areas, we understand even less about women’s participation and we tend to interpret it through assumptions and stereotypes that on the one hand, complicate an adequate understanding of the social, economic, and cultural factors that determine this participation and, on the other hand, produce negative effects for women in terms of assigning them stigmatized roles.

Even though the number of women within the prison population is relatively small, the proportion of women serving disproportionate sentences for drug trafficking with no differentiation between low level and is comparatively high. A preliminary literature review conducted by the CIM indicated that in many countries, the majority of women deprived of liberty are serving sentences for drug-related crimes:  Argentina: 68.2%,
 Colombia: 44% in 2009,
 Costa Rica: 70%,
 Dominican Republic: 359 women  charged with drug trafficking (2004–2006),
 Ecuador: 80% in El Inca (the country’s largest women’s prison),
 Mexico: 80 % (compared to 57.6%  of men) in Federal Re-adaptation Centres (CEFERESOS),
 and Peru: 66.38% (2006).

A report prepared by the Transnational Institute (TNI) and the Washington Office on Latin America (WOLA)
 profiles women participating in the drug industry as young, poor, illiterate or with little schooling, single mothers, and responsible for the care of their children or other family members.  In most cases, these women do not have a prominent role in drug trafficking networks and are concentrated at the lower levels of the chain, where the rewards are few and violence is often the most pervasive. 

The violence that is exercised against women as a result of the illicit trade of controlled drugs has numerous manifestations, from the coercion applied by partners or family members in relation to drug trafficking, to the rupturing of family structures, and state violence committed through detention and investigation processes.

Women deprived of liberty for drug-related crimes live in a hybrid state between victims and criminals – beyond a chosen individual act, their crimes are also the result of the illegality of the substance that is transported and its incomparable value in comparison with any other activity in the informal economy, social exclusion, ignorance, the normalization of international drug trafficking, the corruption of the sectors responsible for combating this trafficking and, finally, the unequal gender relations that turn women into the ideal workers and accomplices of organized crime [Corina Giacomello, Autonomous University of Chiapas (UNACH), Mexico].

Some initial efforts have been made in multi-lateral forums to call attention to this issue, most notably the adoption of Resolution 52/1 by the United Nations’ Commission on Narcotic Drugs (2009) on “Promoting international cooperation in addressing the involvement of women and girls in drug trafficking, especially as couriers,” which commits Member States to devoting “…particular attention to the worrying trend of the illicit use of drugs, as well as the involvement of women in drug abuse and their involvement in the cultivation of illicit drug crops and in the illicit manufacture, processing, smuggling, distribution and sale of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances.”
The round-table discussion “Women and Drugs in the Americas: a Working Analysis” brought together a panel of experts that have conducted pioneering research and led various programmatic and advocacy initiatives to highlight the effects of drug policy and legislation on women as producers, suppliers and consumers of drugs. During the round-table discussion, panelists stressed importance of incorporating differentiating criteria in the analysis of the situation of women and men within the drug problem. IN addition, they discussed the need for member states to intensify their efforts in recognizing and establishing a difference between levels of involvement in the drug trade and the type and grade of sanctions (if deemed to be necessary) that should be imposed on those implicated. These are the starting points for strengthened institutional responses and public policies.  Of particular importance is to understand why and how, from a human rights and development perspective, women get involved in the drugs trade and what interventions –both development and treatment-based – are necessary to ensure that they have safe, evidence-based and feasible alternatives.

Each of the panelists in the round-table, which included the Vice-President of Guatemala, the Secretary General of the OAS, and the President of the Inter-American Commission of Women, brought their own varied and wide-reaching research experience to the discussion, touching on such issues as justice and legal reform, the complex nature of street drugs markets, women in penitentiary systems, the decriminalization of consumption, the effects that current policies are having on women and families, the crisis of a rising female prison population incarcerated for drug related crime, etc. 
After fifty years of drug policy focused on eradicating the global illicit drug market and despite the billions of dollars used on drug law enforcement, numerous arrests and incarcerations and a incalculable death toll, the levels of supply and demand for drugs have not significantly decreased. As a consequence of this approach however, levels of citizen insecurity have never been higher and prohibitionist drug policies has led to many negative social and economic consequences, including decreased productivity and participation in legitimate economic activities, an overtaxed penal system and breakdown in family structures, which in the case of women often results in separation of children and other dependents from their primary care-givers. 
The round-table concluded with concrete recommendations to inform and guide policy and practice that will more appropriately and effectively address the specific needs of women in the context of the global drug problem. Specific recommendations included:

1. Strengthen information systems on drug production, distribution and use and prioritize the collection of data disaggregated by sex.  One of the most significant obstacles to effective gender-responsive policy is the lack of information and understanding of women’s participation in the drugs problem [Maureen Clarke Clarke, President of the CIM];

2. Establish a permanent round-table or working group, within the framework of the OAS, on the issue of women and drugs in order to promote the visibility of the issue and advocate for an effective response [Roxana Baldetti, Vice-President of Guatemala];  

3. Increase coordination between government agencies, inter-governmental organizations and civil society actors to create and implement policies for addressing the drugs problem from a gender and human-rights perspective [José Miguel Insulza, Secretary General of the OAS];
4. Promoting dialogue and information sharing not just between countries and among experts in the security fields, but also between international, government and non-governmental actors across disciplines (security, human rights, health, gender, etc.) [Eka Iakobishvili, Harm Reduction International];
5. Involve women in the policy debate, especially those who have been affected by current drug policies. In the context of demand reduction, it is crucial to include networks of women who use drugs (for example: http://www.talkingdrugs.org/womens-harm-reduction-group), [Marie, Nougier, IDPC];
6. Rethink the basic objectives of drugs policy and develop adequate criteria for measuring their success. Rather than focusing on the numbers of drug arrests, drug seizures, and incarcerations, it would be more useful to measure success using human development index objectives. This could include the increased level of socio-economic development of women, increases in access to education, employment, and basic healthcare services, etc. [Marie Nougier, International Drug Policy Consortium, IDCP];
7. Available evidence has also shown how the incarceration of women for low-level dealing can be damaging not only to women themselves but also to their children and families. Alternatives to incarceration in the case of non-violence crimes can alleviate the burden on the justice and penal systems and avoid these preventable negative consequences [Marie Nougier, International Drug Policy Consortium, IDCP];
8. Engage Civil society organizations at country and regional levels – taking advantage of international human rights mechanisms (including women’s rights instruments) to advocate for human rights and gender sensitive approaches to drugs and criminal justice policies [Eka Iakobishvili, Harm Reduction International, HRI];
9. Create a mechanism within the UN system that would combine expertise on human rights and drugs policy to support on-going debates to find new policies that take into account the human rights and gender mainstreaming approach to the drug problem. [Eka Iakobishvili, Harm Reduction International, HRI] ;
10. Ensure that law reforms are integrated and coherent in order to avoid contradictions, such as the problem of decriminalizing use, while simultaneously charging people for the possession of small quantities of drugs [Carlos Zamudio, Collective for an Integral Drug Policy in Mexico (Cupihd)];
11. Revise legislation regarding criminal sentencing so that is proportional to the crime. In most countries of the Western hemisphere and throughout the world, maximum sentences for violent rape or murder are lower than for crimes involving the commercialization of drugs through production and distribution. Ensure that drugs policy incorporates a proportional response that upholds the rights of all actors related to any phase of the commercialization of illegal substances [Diana Guzman, Researcher, Center for the Study of Law, Justice, and Society (DeJusticia)];
12. In cases where women are incarcerated, ensure that governments adhere to the United Nations Rules for the Treatment of Women Prisoners and Non-custodial Measures for Women Offenders (The Bangkok Rules
), [Corina Giacomello, Autonomous University of Chiapas (UNACH), Mexico].
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