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BODY:
Revised Office on National Drug Control Policy [ONDCP] and U.S. State Department statistics for 2001 show 80 percent of the heroin in the United States came from Colombia. Never mind that this is around 325 percent higher than their adamant sworn testimony at a December 2002 congressional hearing. What does this mean?

Ask the three local police officers who testified that Colombian heroin overdose deaths are rising by astronomical numbers 12 last year in rural Westmoreland County, Pa., and 27 in Portland, Maine. According to the DEA, in Baltimore, 1 in 16 citizens is a heroin addict, and $1 million per day is spent on heroin there. Since mid-2001, reports from other local law enforcement officers across the East Coast are staggeringly similar. 

Why is Colombian heroin so potent, and why has it become so prevalent in such a short time?

Colombian heroin is more than 90 percent pure. And because it can be snorted or smoked instead of injected, its popularity has spread like wildfire out of the inner cities and into suburban homes and schools. According to ONDCP, heroin's addictive nature is second only to nicotine, and 14 percent more addictive than cocaine.

Congress understood this tidal wave of heroin was coming. In 2000, Congress provided six Black Hawk utility helicopters to the Colombian National Police [CNP] anti-drug unit. That year the CNP eradicated 9,200 out of 10,000 hectares of poppy in nine months. The CNP was on the verge of eliminating Colombian heroin. If this program had been sustained, America would not be in the middle of a Colombian heroin crisis. It's simple: Without opium, you can't make heroin.

In January 2001, the bureaucrats at the State Department's Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement [INL] and ONDCP decided to stop eradicating poppy in Colombia, and focus solely on coca. The U.S. ambassador to Colombia testified that at least half of the cocaine produced in Colombia is now headed for Europe. Law enforcement confirms this shift in trafficking trends. Why? In Europe, a kilo of cocaine costs 3 times more.

The result of INL and ONDCP's decision was a steep decline in poppy eradication, and an alarming rise in poppy cultivation, which rose 62 percent in 2001 according to the State Department. Why? In 2001, only 1,600 hectares were eradicated [nearly a 600 percent decline since 2000], and in 2002, despite repeated pledges to spray 5,000 hectares, only 3,000 were eradicated most of that during the weeks preceding the December hearing.

Bad weather, rough terrain and poor intelligence were all cited as excuses for the low poppy eradication totals. These excuses ring as hollow as INL's promise to eradicate 10,000 hectares of poppy in 2003.

Why was the CNP able to manage to eradicate 6 times more than INL's contractors in less time, in the same weather conditions, with less equipment? The answer: The CNP wanted to eradicate the poppy. By contrast, if the contractors succeed at poppy eradication, they work themselves out of a job.

Now, in lieu of poppy eradication, ONDCP's new strategy is to provide computerized X-ray detection systems at all international airports in Colombia.

This strategy is a loser from the start. ONDCP's own March 2002 report states that heroin interdiction rates range only from 4 percent to 6 percent. Predictably, law enforcement confirms the traffickers have already changed their couriers' routes in order to avoid detection.

The FBI, DEA, U.S. Customs and the three local cops from the December hearing have all told Congress that eradication at the source is the best and most effective approach to fighting heroin. Their wisdom and experience has apparently fallen on deaf ears in Foggy Bottom and at ONDCP.

The staggering increase in Colombian heroin overdose deaths in the U.S. in 2001-2002 can be directly linked to the ill-advised decision to shift from poppy to coca eradication in 2001. Despite assertions to the contrary, it is possible to simultaneously eradicate both poppy and coca without substantially impacting the effectiveness of the coca program, and the fact remains that it is Colombian heroin that is killing Americans at an alarming rate.

The bureaucrats at INL and ONDCP must be held accountable for their actions, especially those that cost the lives of so many Americans. If the new INL assistant secretary hopes to be taken seriously, he must clean house immediately. As the old saying goes, those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it.

Dan Burton, Indiana Republican, is a member of the U.S. House of Representatives and chairman of the House Government Reform Subcommittee on Human Rights and Wellness.
