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SUMMARY
EDITORIAL: WHY TALK ABOUT DRUG POLICY 

AND CLIMATE JUSTICE?

NOTE FROM THE EDITORS: In the process of editing and revising the texts, we have taken great care to value 
the authenticity and diversity of the voices that have contributed to this publication. We thank everyone for their 
participation, and we continue to stand in solidarity in defense of territories, human rights and life on the planet.



Even though prohibitionism drives a significant 
part of public security and border control ac-
tions in Brazil, the need to reform drug policies 

continues to be ignored or downplayed by both de-
cision-makers and the community working to reduce 
violence, protect territorial rights, and promote cli-
mate justice.

In the forest, in the countryside, in metropolitan 
regions, and on the coast, prohibition turns drug 
trafficking into a common currency for all kinds of 
crimes, weakening territorial governance, undermin-
ing climate adaptation measures, and hindering the 
emergence of new sustainable economies.

A sober and rational debate on public security 
and governance involves re-qualifying the narrative 
around “organized crime”, which today is mainly as-
sociated with illicit drug trafficking. In the Amazon, 
territorial disputes are at the root of organized crime, 
as evidenced by the extremely high rates of land grab-
bing on public lands and Conservation Units, the ad-
vance of wildcat gold mining, the chronic deficiencies 
in controlling the origin of timber, and the expansion 
of agribusiness and cattle ranching in illegally defor-
ested areas. The land grabbing and illegal deforesta-
tion industry is also part of organized crime.

To achieve its national targets for reducing emissions 
of polluting gases and controlling the climate crisis, Bra-
zil needs to zero out illegal deforestation, establish land 
control, regenerate and restore millions of hectares of 
native vegetation, besides cleaning up its energy matrix. 
These goals are unattainable without dismantling the 
criminal networks operating in the Amazon and other 
biomes, such as the Cerrado and Pantanal.

Organized crime and its overlaps with other types 
of socio-environmental violations will be one of the 
central themes of COP 30, the UN Climate Change 
Conference, planned for November 2025, in Belém, 
Pará, Brazil. The mega-event is the first Amazon COP 
and is expected to attract tens of thousands of people 
bringing together much of the global climate and sci-
entific community.

Between disputes over political protagonism and 
the mobilization of traditional and peripheral com-
munities, the conference, which focuses on Brazil and 
the Amazon Basin, provides a historic opportunity to 
reposition the debate on the impact of drug prohibi-
tion on territorial security, the fight against environ-
mental crime and armed violence in the country and 
South America.

In this context, the Brazilian Drug Policy Platform, 
in partnership with Iniciativa Negra and the Interna-
tional Coalition on Drug Policy Reform and Environ-
mental Justice, present this special edition of PLATÔ 
magazine - INTERSECTION: Land Use, Drug Poli-
cy and Climate Justice. The unique collection of texts 
by authors from various parts of Brazil who study and 
experience these intersections provides a diagnosis of 
how current drug policies threaten governance and 
fuel socio-environmental degradation. The articles 
also point out ways to break this cycle of corruption, 
racism, and waste of public resources.

The climate emergency is real. So is the urgency of 
ending the war on drugs.

Enjoy your reading.

WHY TALK ABOUT DRUG POLICY AND CLIMATE JUSTICE?
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Rebeca Lerer and Renato Filev
Impacts of the prohibition of plant-based drug 
production chains in South America

FROM FOREST 
TO DUST 

POWER PLANTS AND SOCIETY

The consumption of plants such as coca, cocoa, 
yerba mate, and tobacco dates back to long before the 
European invasion of the Americas. Traditional peo-
ples’ millennia-old use of these crops has consolidated 
cultural practices that reverberate to this day, trans-
forming these plants, capable of altering ordinary 
states of consciousness, into inputs of great commer-
cial value. Their uses, whether as food for the body 
or the spirit, have been diversified and improved over 
time, favoring healing rituals, worship, and connec-
tion with the sacred and the profane.

 In the book “The Use of Psychoactive Plants in the 
Americas”1, Beatriz Labate and Sandra Goulart present 
a set of ethnographies that explore plants whose char-
acteristics alter consciousness, cognition, emotions, 
and perception of the self and the environment. A wide 

range of genera and plant species contain an enormous 
variety of psychotropic molecules, forming the so-
called “phytocomplex.” Ingesting the multiple active 
substances present in these plants produces effects that 
have proved valuable and necessary for humanity.

These substances are abundant in nature, in the 
Brazilian tree “jurema-preta”, in psychedelic fungi 
and even in animals such as the Amazonian tree frog 
Phyllomedusa bicolor, which offer molecules capable 
of altering the human organism. Ayahuasca, yakuana, 
chicha, cauim... They are prepared, consumed, and 
form part of this natural arsenal worshipped by tradi-
tional communities.

These plants carry a body of intrinsic knowledge 
capable of influencing physiological, metabolic, psy-
chological, pathological, and cognitive processes. 
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Such knowledge is reflected in land management, 
cultivation, distribution, and consumption practic-
es, constituting a genetic and pharmacological her-
itage preserved by traditional peoples, cultivators, 
and peasants. With the advance of science, humanity 
has exploited the molecular potential of these plants, 
transforming them into medicines and supplements. 

In this psychotropic plant menu, two species that 
were declared illegal and condemned to extinction by a 
set of prohibitionist laws introduced around a century 
ago stand out: coca and cannabis.

PROHIBITED CROPS

Traditionally grown and consumed throughout 
South America, the criminalization of coca and can-
nabis has had devastating effects on the continent. 
As with any high-value-added commodity, the use of 
land to produce these plants impacts everything from 
microbiomes to complex ecosystems in South Amer-
ica. Because they are illegal, the economies of these 
psychoactive crops are associated with predatory and 
violent production chains involving the interests of 
international markets that override those of local com-
munities and the ecology of the plants themselves.

Very popular in colonial times, cannabis plants 
were used as medicines, food, and in the rope, fodder, 
fabric, and paper industries. Brought to the country 
by enslaved Africans who consumed it, until it was 
criminalized in the middle of the 20th century, the 
persecution of cannabis in Brazil is based on racism 
against black, indigenous, and northeastern people, 
with a strong hygienist psychiatric bias. 

The most widely consumed illegal plant in Brazil, 
around 58% of arrests for drug crimes are for pos-
session of up to 150 grams of cannabis2. While the 
domestic market is growing in the gray areas of slowly 
changing legislation, a significant part of the cannabis 
sold in the country still comes from large rural estates 
in Paraguay. Generally associated with the cocaine 
and arms markets, cannabis trafficking continues to 
cause agrarian conflicts and high homicide rates on 
Brazil’s borders and outskirts.

From an ecological point of view, in addition to 
the effects of illegal cultivation on soil and water, 
millions of cannabis plants are destroyed every year 
without this genetic memory being saved, protected, 
and studied. There is an agricultural and environmen-
tal waste of the varieties that grow here, losing the 
opportunity to legitimately exploit a green economy 
that is advancing exponentially.

COCA, AN AMAZONIAN COMMODITY

Coca is a ritual, medicinal and ancestral plant that 
Andean-Amazonian indigenous peoples have culti-
vated for millennia. Traditionally, the leaf is chewed 
or infused into teas and extracts, representing a sa-
cred food for communities in the region. Initially, the 
Spanish colonizers banned the coca leaf, then taxed 
and traded it.

The alkaloid cocaine, one of the plant’s thousands 
of components, was isolated in the 19th century. The 
psychostimulant was offered in pharmacies in the 
form of tablets, cigarettes, and syrups. Cocaine was 
banned in 1914 in the United States and later, along 
with the coca leaf, listed in the UN’s international 
drug treaties.

Even though it is banned, cocaine is still widely 
available in the form of salt, or powder for inhaling, 
or rocks, when basified, for smoking. The extraction 
and refining process uses chemical precursors such as 
acetone, ether, kerosene, and gasoline. After a cen-
tury of prohibition and repression from cultivation 
to retail, cocaine production and consumption have 
reached record levels in recent years, according to of-
ficial data from the United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC).

Almost all the coca and cocaine paste in the world 
comes from three Amazonian countries: Colombia, 
Bolivia, and Peru. In these places, the high-altitude 
forests allow the plant to grow and concentrate the 
active ingredient. The concentration in the origin of 
the raw material is an aspect that differentiates the 
cocaine production chain and trafficking from other 
drugs, such as cannabis, heroin, and synthetics. The 
“white gold” almost exclusively produced here feeds 
global markets, making South America one of the 
most violent frontiers in the war on drugs.

In the producing regions, coca leaf cultivation is 
directly associated with small-scale deforestation, wa-
ter and soil pollution by pesticides and refining pre-
cursors, forced evictions of rural communities, and 
territorial conflicts over cultivation areas, farms, and 
agroforests. Forced eradication policies, with aerial 
spraying of herbicides and biocides and the use of 
armed forces, generate serious human rights viola-
tions. The “balloon effect” also occurs, meaning that 
crops migrate easily from one pressured region to an-
other, amplifying the socio-environmental impact of 
this commodity. 

Both in the cultivation areas and along the routes, 
the drug trade and money laundering connected to 
local economic sectors are associated with large-scale 
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loss of forest cover. Labeled “narco-deforestation”, 
these activities include the reinvestment of drug traf-
ficking profits in the acquisition and grabbing of land, 
deforestation, mining, pastures, logging, and soybean 
estates, as well as the financing of clandestine airstrips 
and roads. According to UNODC, “drug trafficking 
takes advantage of routes already opened up by land 
grabbing and direct agents of deforestation via agri-
business and mining”3.

This dynamic is explicit in Brazil, a neighbor of the 
Andean countries that share borders with the states 
of Rondônia, Acre, and Amazonas, and are of vital 
importance for the flows of cocaine paste and cocaine 
that enter the country to be consumed here or sent 
to international markets. Despite not growing coca 
leaves, Brazil is involved in the commodity’s produc-
tion chain, by processing, distributing, and refining 
cocaine paste.

By originating in and circulating through the for-
est, the cocaine production chain creates internation-
al relations between producers and groups interested 
in its commercialization and distribution, involving 
corruption of state agents and the use of armed vio-
lence. For example, the so-called narcogarimpos (drug 
trafficking associated with illegal gold mining) involve 
sharing means of transportation, such as aircraft, and 
airstrips to move gold, drugs, and weapons, as well as 
selling ore and cattle to launder money.

The fight against the trade in cocaine paste and co-
caine is a central element in the management of the 
Amazonian borders, mobilizing public security poli-
cies such as satellite control systems, police operations 
and the Armed Forces. According to the UNODC, 
cocaine trafficking could be responsible for circulat-
ing the equivalent of 4% of Brazil’s GDP based on 
2021 data. The international routes that pass through 
the states of the Legal Amazon would account for 
around 40% of this volume of money.

When it crosses the Brazilian national territory, this 
clandestine economy encounters populations histori-
cally affected by racism, territorial insecurity, and so-
cio-economic inequalities, simultaneously generating 
threats and opportunities for employment and in-
come. The disputes over logistics, routes, and retail of 
illicit drug markets are multiplied with high levels of 
corruption, and armed and police violence, produc-
ing dynamics that are repeated throughout the coun-
try, from the Yanomami Indigenous Land (Roraima 
State) to the Complexo do Alemão (Rio de Janeiro 
State), from Cracolândia (São Paulo State) to Cabula 
(Bahia State).

In addition to supplying a significant national retail 

consumer market in the cities, the sea and air routes 
in the northeast and southeast of Brazil consolidate 
the country as the largest exporter of cocaine to Eu-
rope, Africa, and Asia. The port of Santos is on the 
list of the four main ports of exit4 for the narcotic in 
the world, along with Cartagena and Buenaventura, 
in Colombia, and Guayaquil, in Ecuador.

A WAR MADE IN BRAZIL

It is in this context that Brazil persists with one of the 
most prohibitionist and brutal drug policies in the Amer-
icas. The Institute for Applied Economic Research (Ipea)5  
has estimated that homicides related to drug prohibition-
ism reduce life expectancy at birth for Brazilians by 4.2 
months, or a loss of 1.148 million potential years of life. 
The welfare cost of this tragedy amounts to around R$50 
billion a year.

The Brazilian Drug Law (11.343/2006) has deep-
ened stereotypes and aggravated the selective crim-
inalization of black youth, increasing incarceration. 
Among the defendants prosecuted for drug trafficking, 
68% are black, 86% are men, 72% are young, and 
67% have not completed basic education. Weapons 
are carried in less than 20% of these arrests. In only 
13% of cases, there is evidence of previous involvement 
with criminal organizations, indicating that recruit-
ment into factions takes place in overcrowded prisons 
(Ipea/2023)6.

As the war on drugs model is increasingly repro-
duced in the Amazon region to “fight organized crime”, 
the same negative indicators appear. With more than 
8,000 murders in 2022, the rate of intentional vio-
lent deaths in the nine states of the Legal Amazon 
was 50% higher than in the rest of the country. The 
number of people killed by the police rose by 71% in 
the Amazon between 2016 and 2021, compared to 
35% nationally. According to the Brazilian Forum on 
Public Security (FBSP), the prison population in the 
Amazon increased by 35.1% between 2016 and 2022, 
compared to 14.1% in the rest of the country7. 

The increase in violence in the Amazon coincides 
with the growth in cocaine seizures and environmen-
tal crimes. From 2018 to 2022, deforestation-related 
crimes grew by 85.3% and arson by 51.3%. Between 
2019 and 2021, cocaine seizures by state police in-
creased by 194.1% and 184.4% by federal police. 
Deaths of Indigenous people in the Amazon are 26% 
higher than in other regions, and femicides and sex-
ual violence also occur at higher rates than in the rest 
of Brazil (30.8% and 33.8%, respectively), according 
to the FBSP.
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While the illegal markets move fortunes without 
paying taxes, just bribes, the budgetary impact of 
the war on drugs diverts public investments in hous-
ing, health, education, and climate adaptation. The 
institutions of the criminal justice system in Rio de 
Janeiro and São Paulo alone spent more than R$5.2 
billion on the war on drugs over a year. This means 
spending on judges, prosecutors, public defenders, 
civil and military police, and prison and socio-edu-
cational units to implement the Drug Law, according 
to research by the Center for Security and Citizenship 
Studies (CESeC)8.

ECOLOGICAL HARM REDUCTION

In full climate emergency, and with all the evidence 
of the error of the prohibitionist choice, the corruption 
and macroeconomic distortion caused by illicit drug 
markets are not discussed, nor is it recognized that the 
predatory economic model that destroys forests and 
changes the planet’s climate also sickens society.

The increase in the problematic use of drugs and 
medicines as a biopsychosocial phenomenon9, indi-
cates this trend. Self-medication and substance abuse 
are additional symptoms of collective insecurity related 
to territorial conflicts, homelessness, poverty, racism, 
gender violence, and the precariousness of the labour 
market, which affect a significant portion of the Brazil-
ian population. The greater frequency and intensity of 
extreme climatic events such as droughts, heat waves, 
and floods tend to aggravate cycles of trauma, remov-
als, and migrations, adding new challenges to health, 
civil defense, economic, and security policies.

In this sense, it is necessary to broaden the concept 
of harm reduction to include territorial and ecological 
dimensions. Based on the health care principles, it is a 
matter of reforming drug policies as an economic and 
governance strategy to combat corruption, mitigate 
socio-environmental impacts, secure territorial rights, 
housing and reduce inequalities and armed violence. 

A possible change that begins with the liberation of 
these prohibited plants, which are currently banned by 
obsolete treaties that stand in the way of progress to-
wards climate justice. Racist laws have never prevented 
the production of illicit substances and their lucrative 
contraband to retail, nor inhibited their consumption, 
which continues to increase. Abolishing these treaties 
and revising legislation is key to recognize these plants’ 
traditional and evolutionary importance for society. 
Valuing the cultural, spiritual, nutritional, and ther-
apeutic knowledge and practices developed over mil-
lennia is key to human health and planetary survival.

1 Labate, Beatriz Caiuby; Goulart, Sandra Lucia (org.). 
The use of psychoactive plants in the Americas 
Rio de Janeiro: Gramma; Neip, 2019.

2 https://www.ipea.gov.br/portal/categorias/45-todas-as-noticias/
noticias/14107-numero-de-reus-negros-em-crimes-por-trafi-
co-de-drogas-no-brasil-e-duas-vezes-superior-ao-de-brancos 

3 UNODC 2023 - “The Nexus Between Drugs and Crimes that Affect 
the Environment and Convergent Crime in the Amazon Basin”

4 https://www.band.uol.com.br/noticias/jornal-da-
-band/ultimas/mesmo-sem-produzir-cocaina-brasil-
-e-o-maior-exportador-da-droga-16521098 

5 https://repositorio.ipea.gov.br/bitstre-
am/11058/12132/4/TD_2985_web.pdf 

6 https://www.ipea.gov.br/portal/categorias/45-todas-as-noticias/
noticias/14107-numero-de-reus-negros-em-crimes-por-trafi-
co-de-drogas-no-brasil-e-duas-vezes-superior-ao-de-brancos 

7 https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jun/01/
brazil-amazon-crime-dom-phillips-bruno-pereira 

8 https://cesecseguranca.com.br/textodownload/um-tiro-no-
-pe-impactos-da-proibicao-das-drogas-no-orcamento-do-sis-
tema-de-justica-criminal-do-rio-de-janeiro-e-sao-paulo/ 

9 Engel GL. The need for a new medical model: a challen-
ge for biomedicine. Science. 1977;196(4286):129-36.

REBECA LERER, jjournalist, human rights activist, 
and Latin American coordinator of the Drug Policy Re-
form and Environmental Justice International Coalition 

RENATO FILEV, neuroscientist, activist and scientific 
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Daniela Dias de Souza

 Territorial Disputes and Commodities - Land 
Grabbing, Drugs, Weapons, Mining, Timber and Cattle

BORDER CONTROL, ROUTES OF 
VIOLENCE AND DEFORESTATION
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The Amazon’s social, political, economic, and eco-
logical transformations have not been limited to the 
region’s growing prominence on the climate agenda 
as a strategic territory for containing the advance of 
climate change. They have also changed the portfolio 
of organized crime1. 

Its principal activities used to be drug and arms tra-
fficking, and child exploitation, but now it is exploi-
ting environmental crimes such as deforestation, land 
grabbing, illegal logging, and mining.

In recent years, one of the biggest challenges facing 
the region has been the advance of drug trafficking 
activities. In most cases, this phenomenon results 
from the fragile capacity to control the borders, the 
territorial extension, and the complex dynamics of 
the rivers. Added to this is the ability of organized 
crime to diversify its activities and expand its domi-
nance over the region, reaching economic and politi-
cal influence.

Protected areas have been identified as hotspots for 
the development of illicit activities such as drug traffi-
cking, according to land use science and conservation 
criminology. Consequently, this results in an environ-
mentally destructive scenario, putting sustainable de-
velopment and the integrity of Indigenous, and local 
communities at risk2.

The intersection between drug trafficking and en-
vironmental crimes has gained notoriety, requiring a 
strategic approach to sustainable development and 
integrated regional security. According to the UNO-
DC report (2023), illegal drug trafficking has driven 
other criminal activities in the Amazon Basin3. 

The institutional weakening of strategic institu-
tions, especially during the four years of Jair Bolsona-
ro’s ‘misrule’, has facilitated the strengthening of or-
ganized crime in the Amazon, which, by integrating 
environmental crimes into its operations, has been 
achieving the expansion of financial and territorial 
dominance. 

In the Legal Amazon, of the 772 municipalities, 
260 have the presence of criminal factions, an increa-
se of 46% compared to the survey published in 20234. 
Organizations like the “Red Command” (Comando 
Vermelho - CV) dominate mainly in border regions 
between Bolivia, Peru, and Colombia.

The overlapping of illicit activities in the region, 
coupled with the fragility of regional cooperation for 
the implementation of public policies, not coinciden-
tally makes the municipalities of the Amazon some of 
the most dangerous in the country. These territories 
have low levels of development, education, health, se-
curity, well-being and high levels of violence, placing 

the region in a constant situation of vulnerability to 
the growth of illegal activities.

According to Couto (2020), the drug trafficking 
network establishes its operational bases in cities to 
control areas of interest, facilitating the expansion of 
other illicit activities. The situation tends to be worse 
in border regions, which are key to the organizational 
structure for the circulation of illegal markets5. 

The Amazon routes have become essential logistical 
corridors for drug trafficking. To make these routes 
viable, organized crime finances environmental cri-
mes linked to land grabbing, deforestation, and illegal 
gold mining as sources of capitalization6.

In the state of Acre, all 22 municipalities have at 
least one active criminal faction, with a strategic ex-
pansion into the Juruá Valley region, located close to 
the border with Peru. The expansion of the territory 
of operation favors not only the flow of illegal drug 
trafficking but also the recruitment of new faction 
members, on both sides of the border7.

The region is also home to the Serra do Divisor 
National Park (PNSD), an integral protection unit 
and cradle of biodiversity, located between Brazil and 
Peru. However, this natural heritage is threatened by 
political proposals aimed at an archaic integration 
model like the one implemented during the military 
period, starting with the proposed construction of the 
BR-364 highway extension, linking Cruzeiro do Sul 
(Acre) to Pucallpa (Ucayalli), cutting through the Na-
tional Park and putting Indigenous and local commu-
nities at risk8.

In 2024, the Ucayalli region identified 45 illegal 
airstrips used by drug traffickers. In addition, commu-
nities that are difficult to access are used as strategic 
points for the logistics of illicit activities9. That said, 
an intervention like the one proposed in the PNSD 
could further facilitate illicit drug trafficking, increa-
sing violence in traditional territories and threatening 
the integrity of isolated Indigenous lands already de-
tected in the region. 

Between 2005 and 2020, the municipality of Cru-
zeiro do Sul registered a 595% increase in the homici-
de rate. Bathed by the Juruá River, a historic route for 
illegal drug trafficking, the municipality faces structu-
ral challenges related to security, which, with the lack 
of a border control strategy, tend to get even worse. 

In 2020, Acre recorded the seizure of 571 kilos 
of drugs (cocaine, hashish, cannabis, and skunk). In 
2021, this volume jumped to 813.5 kilos, reaching 
2.4 tons in 2022, of which 2,000 kilos were cocaine10.

The lack of strategic action to combat the illegal 
drug market ignores organized crime’s capacity for 
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restructuring. Between 2017 and 2021, 16 significant 
seizures were made of cocaine camouflaged in ship-
ments of wood for export11. 

The human, technical, and financial investment 
that Brazil maintains to fuel the war on drugs as the 
only strategy for action not only disregards the com-
plexity of the territorial reality in the Amazon but also 
demonstrates the need to rethink drug policies in the 
country and their effects on the increase in violence 
and mass incarceration. At the same time, we are wit-
nessing an expansion in the capillarity of illicit activi-
ties integrated by organized crime.

According to data from the National Secretary 
of Prison Policies (Senappen/Ministry of Justice), 
888,000 people are deprived of their liberty in Brazil, 
with the Drug Law being mainly responsible for incar-
ceration in the country and 64% of those incarcerated 
being black12. Furthermore, according to data from 
the Brazilian Public Security Forum, in 2019, there 
were 45,000 homicides, the majority of which were 
linked to violence associated with drug trafficking.

The resistance to thinking about an action that 
abandons the current model of combating drugs is 
directly linked to the failure of drug policy in Brazil, 
which has consolidated itself as a culture that feeds 
the racist and imperialist structure in the country, still 
incapable of any self-assessment about the social and 
economic viability of this policy, still stuck in a con-
servative ideal that stagnates Brazil’s ability to build 
effective strategies for dialogue on a new drug policy. 
Not only that, but it also underestimates the capacity 
of organized crime to constantly restructure and open 
new markets for illegal supply.

It is, therefore, a failed policy that has not fulfilled 
its ‘objective’ of reducing the supply of and demand 
for drugs, but which has been effective in fueling vio-
lence, especially aimed at vulnerable groups.

Considering the overlap between the activities of 
criminal drug trafficking factions and illicit environ-
mental activities is fundamental to designing public 
and environmental security efforts that address the 
dynamics of illegal drug trafficking in the Amazon 
from the socio-spatial reality of the territory and the 
Amazonian peoples.

Intense dedication by public bodies, the scientific 
community, civil society, and grassroots organizations 
is essential to build measures in such an emblema-
tic territory, historically marked by social, economic, 
political, and environmental conflicts, mostly fueled 
by misguided interventions by the Brazilian state it-
self. This should extend to more ambitious promises 
by the federal government to meet its national cli-

mate targets and for international cooperation on 
this agenda. To think about climate mitigation and 
adaptation without considering the agenda of drug 
policy and public security is to return to past years of 
occupation policies and disregard the particularities 
experienced in Brazil’s different biomes.

Built on policies that have historically fueled ine-
quality and still the constant victim of lying narratives 
anchored in the false idea of national sovereignty, an 
Amazon project needs to be considered a priority in 
an integrated and intersectoral way, in a broad process 
of including Indigenous peoples, quilombolas, rive-
rine, extractivist, and other local communities for a 
concrete diagnosis of the socio-spatial reality and, in 
a climate emergency scenario, the construction of ef-
fective initiatives focused on protecting the forest and 
the integrity of forest peoples.

DANIELA DIAS DE SOUZA has a master’s degree in 
Territorial Development in Latin America and the Cari-
bbean from UNESP (São Paulo State University). She is 
head of the protected areas and biodiversity conservation 
program at SOS Amazônia in the state of Acre and a 
member of the International Coalition on Drug Policy 
Reform and Environmental Justice.
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Drugs and their relationship with Indigenous 
peoples have many layers beyond the simple con-
sumption of substances, such as the presence of 
criminal organizations within Indigenous territories 
that co-opt young Indigenous people for the pro-
duction of illicit synthetic drugs, for trafficking and 
organized crime in general, associated with other 
activities such as illegal mining, which threaten the 
biodiversity of the region and impact the way of life 
of Indigenous peoples1.

The impacts of the entry of drugs into Indige-
nous territories go far beyond just the criminality 
introduced by criminal organizations. It also occurs 
through fundamentalist religious missions, which 
directly affect Indigenous peoples’ belief in a spiritu-
al world that has a direct bearing on the way they 
connect with nature, their use of medicinal plants in 
healing rituals and integration of the Indigenous sa-
cred.

Fundamentalist religious organizations that enter 
Indigenous territories promote a process of destruc-
turing and destruction of their spirituality. With the 
discourse of getting them off alcohol and drugs, they 
encourage an actual ethnocide with the narrative that 
ancestral healing practices via shamanism are “things 
that don’t belong to God”, destroying the shamans 
and Indigenous medicine. An example of this oc-
curred with the Paiter Suruí and can be seen in the 
documentary “O Ex-Pajé” (in Portuguese)2.

The territory’s shaman, who used to be respect-
ed for curing illnesses in the village, was influenced 
to the point of changing his Indigenous name to a 
Christian one and beginning to disown his ancestral 
culture. As a result, he lost his prestige and walked 
around the village as if he were a person without any 
wisdom or importance.

Young people get engaged in the various religions 
that destroy the Indigenous spiritual world and are 
convinced to live as non-indigenous people, de-
stroying their culture, their ways of relating, getting 
married, and living with their families, promoting 
individuality in a group that was once collective. 
This leads these young people away from their cul-
ture and into behaviors that, over time, lead them 
to become involved with illicit drugs. Many refuse 
to accept that it is the “drug of recruitment” that has 
taken over their minds, making them forget or con-
sider their indigenous culture as inferior, to the point 
where they stop performing rituals and start showing 
contempt towards those who maintain their original 
relationship with nature.

Government policies only promote repression 

and criminalization without a socio-cultural analy-
sis and do not distinguish between the use of certain 
substances, such as ayahuasca, marijuana, and coca, 
which are traditionally used in ancestral rituals and 
medicinal practices. What we see are these policies 
promoting a cultural, social, and territorial attack on 
the native peoples who use these plants in their heal-
ing processes, or even to connect with the spiritual 
world, because not every illness is just physical.

It’s important to note that Indigenous territories 
and their communities have been affected by the in-
troduction of alcohol since the first contact with so-
called Western civilization3. When government agen-
cies make the first contact with isolated Indigenous 
people, their employees often introduce elements such 
as industrialized food and beverages into the villages, 
including alcohol, cigarettes, and sugar, which addict 
the Indigenous people early on. They usually take the 
Indigenous people to the cities, where they drink with 
them, since alcohol is considered a legal drug. How-
ever, Indigenous people don’t have the immunity to 
protect their bodies against these products, and what 
we see are families and entire communities suffering 
from addiction and breakdown, especially young peo-
ple, with no hope of getting better since the bodies 
responsible for health don’t provide any treatment for 
alcoholism in Indigenous territories4.

The introduction of alcohol works as a form of 
ethnocide and destabilization project for these com-
munities and young people, who begin to experience 
violence such as rape, physical and moral harassment, 
and damage to their spirituality, directly interfering 
with their relationship with nature, so that they are 
co-opted into getting involved in crimes such as tim-
ber theft and mining in Indigenous territories. Cur-
rently, this has turned them into a kind of “agribusi-
ness boys” who see nature only as a resource to be 
turned into currency. Certainly, this violence and the 
introduction of drugs are a consequence of the colo-
nization that is still so alive today, which holds Indig-
enous peoples hostage to a system that destroys their 
hopes for a future of well being and leaves them with 
no prospect of security, quality of life or the guarantee 
of their rights, where alcohol and other drugs become 
an escape. 

It cannot be said that there is a real war on drugs or 
a policy that seeks to eradicate the trafficking and use 
of psychoactive substances within Indigenous territo-
ries. What we see is a war on drugs outside Indigenous 
territories. However, within Indigenous lands, what 
happens are other strategies for appropriating territo-
ries, through activities such as the entry of religious 
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missions appropriating Indigenous minds, land grab-
bers who steal land and distribute drugs, gold diggers 
who take mineral resources and involve young people 
in drugs and thus dominate them, loggers who steal 
and deforest and distribute alcohol and other drugs. 
These land tenants involve young people in exchange 
for land with the false idea that they are making mon-
ey, using alcohol, offering rounds of beer as if they 
were a form of acceptance into that society. Hence, 
the proliferation of criminal factions within the min-
ing areas in Indigenous territories, which strengthen 
themselves there because they know that there will 
rarely be any police action to remove the invaders or 
curb trafficking.

When police repression comes along with drug 
prevention programs, they are not prepared to think 
about communities and their ways of organizing 
themselves socially. What we see is that they end up 
having a disproportionate impact on the most vul-
nerable and invisible populations, such as Indigenous 
peoples, quilombolas, and extractivists, increasing so-
cial inequality and violence.

By not considering the cultural and social specific-
ities of each people and by ignoring their traditional 
practices, they often promote conflict among Indige-
nous youth over whether or not they should preserve 
their customs or repress them so that it is easier for 
them to be accepted in a society that considers alcohol 
to be a legal drug, even though it causes harm to soci-
ety. This conflict has led some young people to com-
mit suicide, given the persecution promoted by some 
religious groups against Indigenous customs that cate-
gorize the rituals as demonic.

As noted at the beginning of this article, the per-
secution of Indigenous medicine by religious funda-
mentalist groups has led to a real hunt for plants such 
as ayahuasca, which is traditionally used by various 
Indigenous peoples of the Amazon in spiritual heal-
ing rituals, to the point where it has been criminalized 
and controlled in Brazil, based solely on the errone-
ous perception that it is a harmful drug, putting the 
ancestral traditions of these peoples at risk and affect-
ing their identity and autonomy.

It is important to highlight that the lack of un-
derstanding and interest in Indigenous spiritual and 
cultural practices on the part of Brazilian legislation 
contributes to the marginalization and invisibility of 
these communities and their therapeutic uses of me-
dicinal plants.

Indigenous thinker Avelin Kambiwá talks about 
how some non-indigenous people appropriate tradi-
tional medicine and misuse it. She defines them as 

“spiritual pirates”, people who appropriate the spir-
itual and religious elements of minority cultures in 
an exploitative way without being criminalized. The 
main characteristics of these spiritual pirates are:

Its consequences affect communities collectively 
and individually, with the emptying of the political 
and spiritual content of cultural practices, the perpe-
tuation of historical relations of exploitation, the de-
privation of communities of their cultural and econo-
mic resources, the loss of authentic connection with 
the sacred, the misrepresentation of proper spiritual 
understanding, as well as contributing to the erasure 
of original sacred meanings, perpetuating historical 
mechanisms of oppression, the weakening of authen-
tic spiritual structures and the devaluation of original 
holy practices.

Therefore, we can say that Indigenous youth are 
facing a real war on drugs within their traditional ter-
ritories, but that the fight against drugs, in the way 
government bodies have carried it out, is more about 
appropriating their territories and natural resources 
than a real concern for the well-being of Indigenous 
peoples.

appropriation methods include using sacred symbols 
out of context for commercial or aesthetic purposes.

adoption of rituals without understanding and res-
pecting their deep meaning and the exploitation of 
traditional knowledge without reciprocity or benefit 
for the communities of origin.

WALELA SOEIKIGH PAITER BANDEIRA 
SURUÍ, an Indigenous member of the Paiter Suruí 
people, coordinator of the Indigenous Youth Movement 
of Rondônia, and student of Veterinary Medicine.
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resources without prior consultation, fair compen-
sation, or adequate resettlement. The case of the 
Collective Urban Resettlements (RUC), created 
after the construction of the Belo Monte dam, is a 
clear example of how forced displacement can lead 
to precarious living conditions and the loss of cul-
tural identity (Soares, 2022)2.

violation of the right to prior, free and in-
formed consultation:  traditional communities 
have the right to be consulted and to give their 
free, and informed consent to projects that may 
affect their territories and ways of life, as provided 
for in Convention 169 of the International Labor 
Organization (ILO). However, this guarantee is 
often not respected, and communities are ignored 
or manipulated in decision-making processes.

violence and criminalization of leadership: 
community leaders and land defenders who oppose 
megaprojects often suffer threats, intimidation, ag-
gression, and even murder. The criminalization of 
social movements is another strategy used to silence 
resistance and legitimize the actions of corporations 
and the state.

environmental degradation and health im-
pacts: the construction of megaprojects and the ex-
ploitation of natural resources lead to the destruction 
of forests, the contamination of rivers and soils, the en-

Dandara Rudsan Sousa de Oliveira
A Nexus of Public Insecurity and 
Selective Incarceration

MEGAPROJECTS AND 
DRUG POLICIES IN THE 
PARA AMAZON

The Para Amazon, a region of strategic importance 
for Brazil and the world, has historically been the scene 
of intense conflicts related to implementing infrastruc-
ture megaprojects and exploiting natural resources. Al-
though driven by talks of economic development and 
progress, these projects often lead to serious human 
rights violations, disproportionately affecting the Am-
azonian population, mainly traditional communities.

This region has been marked by the exploitation of 
its natural resources, from the rubber boom to timber 
extraction and mining. In recent decades, the territory 
has been the target of infrastructure megaprojects, such 
as the construction of hydroelectric dams (Belo Monte 
being the most emblematic case), the expansion of large-
scale mining, and the construction of roads and railroads 
to transport production. These projects are often justi-
fied on the grounds of economic development, job cre-
ation, and increased tax collection. However, experience 
has shown that the promised benefits rarely materialize 
for the local population, while the social and environ-
mental costs are incredibly high (Magalhães & Cunha, 
2017)1.

The implementation of megaprojects in the Amazon 
region is accompanied by a series of human rights vio-
lations, which directly and indirectly affect the lives of 
local communities:

forced displacement: entire communities are 
removed from their territories to make way for in-
frastructure projects or the exploitation of natural 
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dangerment of biodiversity, and an increase in diseases 
related to pollution and deforestation. These impacts 
directly affect the health and well-being of local com-
munities, who depend on natural resources for their 
livelihoods.

increase in gender-based violence: the pres-
ence of many workers (predominantly men) and 
the increased circulation of money in the region 
can lead to an increase in gender-based violence, 
including sexual exploitation, human traffick-
ing, and domestic violence (Iniciativa Negra, 
2024)3. Iniciativa Negra’s study, entitled Reali-
dades Invisíveis (Invisible Realities), illustrates 
the relationship between the implementation of 
megaprojects, the increase in violence, and the 
precarious living conditions of cis and transgen-
der black women who use drugs or survive in 
territories affected by the current public security 
model in the Para Amazon.

PUBLIC SECURITY AND MEGAPROJECTS: 
IMPACTS ON TRADITIONAL COMMUNITIES

The construction of megaprojects also significantly 
impacts public security in Para Amazon. The increase 
in population, the dispute over natural resources, and 
institutional fragility contribute to the rise in crime, po-
lice operations in favela contexts, such as the Collective 
Resettlements (RUC), and an increase in the rates of vi-
olence and insecurity. Among the main challenges, we 
can highlight the intensification of conflicts motivated 
by the model for combating drug trafficking since the 
Amazon has been used as a route for international drug 
trafficking, the presence of megaprojects, and the failed 
public security model, which facilitate the activities of 
criminal organizations (Alves, 2009)4. The dispute over 
territories and the greater circulation of money can lead 
to an increase in drug consumption and violence related 
to drug trafficking.

Land grabbing and agrarian conflicts are another 
obstacle to public security since the expansion of the 
agricultural frontier and real estate speculation inten-
sify conflicts and land invasions, mainly affecting tra-
ditional communities and small family farmers. The 
lack of land regularization and the actions of criminal 
groups who illegally appropriate land contribute to vi-
olence and insecurity in the countryside, as does the 
illegal exploitation of natural resources such as timber 
and minerals in the Para Amazon. Criminal groups 
and militias illegally appropriate resources, using vio-
lence and intimidation to control territories and silence 

the resistance of local communities.
Traditional communities, such as Indigenous peo-

ples, quilombolas, and riverine communities, are par-
ticularly vulnerable to the impacts of megaprojects in 
the Para Amazon. These groups have an ancestral rela-
tionship with the territory and depend on natural re-
sources for their physical and cultural survival. The loss 
of land, environmental degradation, and the violation 
of their rights profoundly affect their identity, their 
ways of life, and their capacity for social reproduction. 
In addition, traditional communities suffer discrimina-
tion and prejudice daily from corporations, the state, 
and society in general, which makes it difficult for 
them to participate in decision-making processes and 
defend their rights. The lack of access to information, 
justice, and basic services also contributes to their vul-
nerability and marginalization.

The arrival of megaprojects in the Para Amazon, 
justified by the search for economic development, 
unleashes a series of social transformations that, par-
adoxically, contribute to increased public insecurity. 
The mass migration of workers in search of opportu-
nities, real estate speculation, and land expropriation 
generate social tensions and disrupt the social fabric 
of local communities, as mentioned above. Academic 
literature and empirical data show that the installa-
tion of large projects, such as the Belo Monte Hy-
droelectric Power Plant, directly impacts the increase 
in crime and violence. The arrival of a large contin-
gent of people, often with no ties to the region, the 
lack of adequate infrastructure, and social inequality 
create an environment conducive to the emergence 
of illegal activities such as drug trafficking, prostitu-
tion, and sexual exploitation (Iniciativa Negra, 2024; 
Magalhães & Cunha, 2017).

In the context of the Para Amazon, drug policy, 
characterized by a punitive and repressive approach, 
has proved to be an instrument of social control and 
selective incarceration, disproportionately affecting 
young black people, residents of the peripheries, and 
members of traditional communities. The Drug Law 
in Brazil (Law No. 11.343/2006), which increased 
police and judicial discretion in differentiating be-
tween users and traffickers, has contributed to the 
mass incarceration of people accused of drug-relat-
ed crimes. Police action in the areas of influence of 
megaprojects, marked by violence, killings, and rac-
ism, contributes to the criminalization and incar-
ceration of young black and poor people, who are 
mostly allocated to precarious Collective Urban Re-
settlements (RUC). The lack of investment in public 
policies for the prevention and treatment of harmful 
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drug use, from the perspective of shelter, combined 
with the criminalization of poverty, intensified by the 
installation of megaprojects, results in a vicious cycle 
of social exclusion and incarceration (Iniciativa Neg-
ra, 2024).

The relationship between megaprojects and drug 
policy manifests itself in various ways, intensifying 
public insecurity and selective incarceration in the 
Para Amazon. We can easily highlight points of this 
relationship, such as the increase in drug trafficking, 
where megaprojects, by generating social and eco-
nomic transformations, also create new opportunities 
for this market. The arrival of many workers, the cir-
culation of money, and the lack of border controls 
facilitate the entry and distribution of drugs in the 
region (Alves, 2009). The criminalization of poverty 
institutionalized by drug policy, by criminalizing use 
and small-scale trafficking, disproportionately affects 
the most vulnerable populations, who find a way to 
survive in the illegal drug trade. The lack of job and 
income opportunities, aggravated by the arrival of 
megaprojects, contributes to increased crime and im-
prisonment.

Police presence in the areas of influence of 
megaprojects is marked by racial and territorial selec-
tivity, with a focus on the peripheries and traditional 
communities. Young black people living in poor areas 
are often approached and searched by the police, and 
accused of drug trafficking on the basis of flimsy evi-
dence and racial stereotypes. Mass incarceration, driv-
en by drug policy, further aggravates the situation in 
the prison system, creating a favourable environment 
to the proliferation of criminal factions and human 
rights violations.

The Indigenous and quilombola communities of 
the Para Amazon are particularly vulnerable to the 
impacts of megaprojects and drug policy. The loss of 
their traditional territories, environmental degrada-
tion, and police violence contribute to an increase in 
crime and imprisonment in these communities. Drug 
policy, by criminalizing the use of medicinal plants 
and traditional rituals, directly affects the culture and 
identity of these communities. The lack of knowledge 
and sensitivity on the part of police and judicial au-
thorities towards Indigenous and quilombola cultural 
practices results in arbitrary arrests and rights viola-
tions (Brazilian Committee of Human Rights De-
fenders, 2018)5.

COP 30 IN THE PARA AMAZON: A STAGE OF 
PARADOXES AND CHALLENGES IN THE LIGHT 
OF MEGAPROJECTS AND DRUG POLICY

The choice of Belém, in the state of Pará, to host 
the 30th Conference of the Parties (COP 30) in 2025 
represents a historic milestone and a unique oppor-
tunity to put the Amazon at the center of the global 
debate on climate change. However, the decision to 
hold the COP in a territory marked by intense so-
cio-environmental conflicts, human rights violations, 
and public security challenges imposes a series of par-
adoxes and challenges that cannot be ignored.

COP 30 offers unprecedented visibility to the Am-
azon; at the same time, holding the Conference in a 
territory marked by severe social and environmental 
problems highlights the contradictions of development 
in the region and the need to rethink the economic 
model that has generated human rights violations and 
environmental destruction. The presence of world 
leaders, government representatives, civil society orga-
nizations, and companies from all over the world in 
Belém offers a unique opportunity to debate in depth 
the causes and consequences of climate change in the 
Amazon, to denounce human rights violations, and to 
press for fairer and more effective public policies. How-
ever, the COP can also serve as a showcase for green-
washing, the practice of companies and governments 
promoting themselves as environmentally responsible 
without adopting effective measures to reduce their en-
vironmental impact.

Public security is one of the main challenges for 
COP 30 in the Para Amazon. Violence, drug traf-
ficking, land grabbing, and the activities of criminal 
groups could jeopardize the safety of Conference 
participants and local communities. In addition, the 
presence of a large contingent of police and military 
personnel in the region could intensify violence and 
repression against social movements and traditional 
communities, who have the right to demonstrate and 
participate in the debate for climate and environmen-
tal justice. This is why the Brazilian government must 
adopt measures to guarantee respect for human rights 
and freedom of expression. It is necessary to ensure 
the full and effective participation of civil society, 
traditional communities, and Indigenous peoples in 
planning and organizing COP 30, listening to their 
voices and considering their demands.

THE CLIMATE AGENDA AND SOCIAL JUSTICE: 
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

COP 30 offers a platform to build a climate agen-
da that is fair, inclusive, and transformative, one that 
addresses the needs and rights of the most vulnera-
ble populations and promotes social justice and racial 
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equality. It must be recognized that climate change 
disproportionately affects the poorest countries and 
communities, which have contributed the least to the 
problem.

Member countries must fully comply with their cli-
mate finance pledges and allocate resources to support 
developing countries in the transition to a low-carbon 
economy and in adapting to the impacts of climate 
change. In addition, it must be ensured that climate 
mitigation and adaptation projects respect the rights 
of traditional communities and indigenous peoples, 
avoiding forced displacement, land expropriation, 
and the violation of their cultural and environmental 
rights. COP 30 also offers an opportunity to debate 
the relationship between the economic development 
model and climate change in depth, to question con-
sumerism, extractivism, and the relentless pursuit of 
economic growth at any cost. We need to build eco-
nomic alternatives that are more sustainable, fair, and 
equitable, that value the cultural diversity and natural 
wealth of the Amazon, and that promote the well-be-
ing of the entire population.

The legacy of COP 30 in the Para Amazon will de-
pend on the ability to build a climate agenda that is 
fair, inclusive, and transformative, that considers the 
needs and rights of the most vulnerable populations, 
and that promotes social justice and racial equality 
so that COP 30 leaves a positive legacy for the Para 
Amazon. This is a challenge because it requires tack-
ling the structural problems that have led to human 
rights violations and environmental destruction in 
the region. It is an opportunity because it offers un-
precedented visibility to the Amazon and can drive 
the construction of a fairer, more sustainable, and eq-
uitable future for the region and the world, where the 
ability to turn challenges into opportunities will de-
pend on the political will of governments, the social 
responsibility of corporations and the mobilization of 
civil society.
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Sleep well, my dear,
It’s dawn in Marajó,
Violence reaches you too.

Cowardice marks violence
In this land where there is no innocence.
If you’re black or brown, you’re guilty,
The crime is pretending not to see and keeping quiet!

Sleep, my love, in peace,
In the night, the coward makes himself...
You can hear the moans
Of the man who takes away your senses.

Violence against life
Is being justified, even allowed,
Supposedly for the sake of property.
What has value today?

Agonizing, on the floor of the river, the street, the night
To have COP, the militia follows the whip,
Five men against one,
Two more on a motorcycle - to interrupt, none.

Racism, terror, militia panic,
They instrumentalize security so as not to have human rights!
No rights for the people,
It’s barbarism all over again.

It’s only a matter of time before it gets to you...
Hasn’t it already? It’s a general feeling!
It takes political courage to face up to it,
Not the cowardice of men who with hoods,
Stick and stone, evoke any Jesus
To disguise what they do when the lights are off.

The militia will only end
With the end of the police and military justice!
It seems impossible and even crazy
To end the legacy of the dictatorship...

It’s not only possible, it’s urgent!
Public policy for all our people!
Not just health and education,
also housing and an end to imprisonment,
Of all cowardice and prohibition!
Agrarian and popular reform,
Land titling and demarcation now!

The end of prisons will be the real freedom
Of the people from genocide, from crimes against humanity.
If a millionaire is imprisoned on his estate,

Why can’t the poor in their community?

Prohibition is an old excuse
To use violence in territories “in search”
With no results
Other than more people locked behind a padlock.

But what if we wanted these people alive?
The ones they arrest, the ones they kill - those people alive?
Alive, living, sleeping at home, eating?

Give back your lands that have become farms,
Planting, producing medicine oil, is income generation,
Health too, physical and mental,
An ancient and traditional practice!

Hold me, baby, I can’t sleep anymore,
It wasn’t a nightmare, I swear I heard it,
The agony of man, I know, there’s no way out,
It’s a bit of everything they take out of our chests.

The Marajó Archipelago is located in the estuary of 
the Amazon River, north of Pará, in the northern re-
gion of Brazil. It is the largest maritime fluvial archi-
pelago in the world, larger than Brazilian states such 
as Rio de Janeiro. Marajó has an equatorial climate 
and modest relief. It is covered by forests, fields, and 
mangroves, a type of vegetation that is characteristic 
of estuarine areas, and it hosts a vast biodiversity.

Marajó is divided into 17 municipalities, in which 
around 550,000 inhabitants live. A large part of the 
population lives in rural areas and riverside towns, 
where social infrastructure, such as sanitation ser-
vices, is scarce. In this context, the state promotes a 
low Human Development Index (HDI) for most of 
the region’s municipalities. 

Marajó’s economy is based mainly on agriculture, 
livestock farming, fishing, and tourism, activities 
that take advantage of the region’s abundant natural 
resources. However, the lack of infrastructure and 
policies to support community-based agroecolog-
ical production limits the development potential of 
these activities. It contributes to the persistence of so-
cio-economic challenges in the archipelago, such as 
land conflicts stimulated by land grabbers.

Despite the challenges, Marajó has a rich cultural 
heritage, which is the result of the interaction between 
local communities and the natural environment over 
the centuries. The region’s cultural manifestations, 
such as dances, music, handicrafts, and cuisine, re-
flect the history and identity of the Marajoara people. 
Tourism, which has been on the rise in recent years, 
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offers opportunities for the appreciation and preser-
vation of this heritage while contributing to income 
generation and the sustainable development of the 
archipelago.

The territorial dynamics of the Marajó archipelago 
are directly affected by structural challenges such as 
the precariousness of public services, environmental 
degradation, and increased violence, which compro-
mise the quality of life of riverside, quilombola, and 
urban communities. 

Drug policy in Brazil has historically been marked 
by a punitive and prohibitionist bias, resulting in the 
selective criminalization of vulnerable populations. In 
the Marajó archipelago, this reality is exacerbated by 
the precarious socio-economic situation and the lack 
of public policies providing alternatives to the repres-
sive system. This article analyses recent data on arrests 
for drug trafficking in the region, exposing how re-
pression manifests itself unevenly and reinforces the 
dynamics of marginalization.

The text aims to expose the challenges in contra-
diction to the region’s potential, to encourage debate 
on a new drug policy aligned with the local context. 
To this end, a participatory data survey carried out in 
different territories, and a survey of news reports on 
drug seizures and arrests in the municipalities will be 
used as a basis for this debate. Both efforts were led 
by Marajoaras in their territories through the Marajó 
Observatory.

Between May and December 2024, the Marajó re-
gion in Pará was the scene of 108 police operations to 
combat drug trafficking. The actions, published on the 
Notícias Marajó website, took place in 15 municipali-
ties and resulted in the arrest of 145 people, of which 
111 were men and 31 women, including 13 teenag-
ers. In eight months of operations, 127.35 kilos of 
oxi1, 636.40 kilos of marijuana, 79.93 kilos of crack, 
and 21.65 kilos of cocaine were seized, as well as 11 
firearms. The month with the most arrests was May, 
with 45 records, followed by September, with 32. The 
month with the fewest arrests was December, with 12.

These figures indicate a wide variation in the num-
ber of drugs seized from the people arrested in the 
operations. In some months, the average was less than 
200 grams per individual, while it reached 35 kilos in 
others. These numbers reveal that many of the arrests 
involve small quantities, suggesting a criminalization 
of users or small sellers, while more extensive traffick-
ing networks continue to operate without significant 
impact.

This is because only four out of 108 operations 
seized more than 50 kilos of prohibited substances. 

They are, therefore, police operations that are not 
based on investigations, intelligence strategies, and 
the fight against organized crime and international 
drug trafficking. Without investigating who runs the 
production and refining of drugs and who finances 
and enables their transportation across international 
borders, the police are just arresting poor people. 

The fact that in the more than 100 police opera-
tions monitored by the Marajó Observatory in 2024, 
the police did not seize even 22 kilos of cocaine, even 
though much of the cocaine consumed in the world 
passes through Brazil on its way to the global north, 
shows that the militarization of territories, with the 
significant increase in military police presence as ex-
perienced in Pará under the governor Barbalho ad-
ministration, does not necessarily result in significant 
seizures or the dismantling of organized crime activi-
ty. This is yet another piece of data that shows that the 
so-called war on drugs is not fighting drugs at all but 
is merely being used as a pretext to include more and 
more police officers in territories that already suffer 
from a lack of opportunities and public policies. 

In January 2025, Marajó Observatory counted 
and monitored 18 police operations in nine Marajó 
municipalities, resulting in less than 10 kilos of sub-
stances seized and 32 people arrested by the police. 
This data shows once again that the police’s job is not 
to combat drug trafficking led by organized crime, 
which entices peripheral youths and disrupts life in 
society, but to arrest poor people because this is the 
result they show, in a disproportionate way. We ask: 
what is the impact of arresting and eventually incar-
cerating these people? How does their arrest weaken 
drug trafficking? How does it protect our borders and 
families? 

Repression’s selectivity also manifests in how differ-
ent groups are affected. While data on the age and race 
of those arrested is not widely publicized, the recur-
rent persecution of residents of riverside communities 
and quilombolas points to a pattern of criminaliza-
tion of poverty. These communities, already marked 
by difficulties in accessing fundamental rights such as 
education and health, see their conditions worsened 
by mass incarceration and the militarization of public 
security.

In addition, the effect of repression directly affects 
the economic and social dynamics of the territories. 
The overt police presence and violent operations gen-
erate insecurity and fear, undermining the organiza-
tional capacity of these populations and preventing 
community resistance and survival strategies.

Prison is not a security policy that works. It’s too 
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expensive for the state. It doesn’t repair the victims, 
and it doesn’t resocialize the subject - on the contrary, 
it often traps them in a structure of more violence 
and crime. 

We want changes in Pará’s public security budget: 
more investment in intelligence and the fight against 
organized crime and less in the militarization of police 
forces. We want to see an efficient police force capable 
of tracking the finances that makes criminal opera-
tions possible, such as the money that buys and makes 
available the use of trucks, boats, helicopters, and oth-
er means of transportation to bring drugs from differ-
ent countries to be refined in Brazil and exported to 
the global north. We want a budget for public policies 
to reduce the social and environmental damage caused 
by the war on drugs in the traditional and peripheral 
territories of Marajó. We want a budget for socio-ed-
ucational programs, training, and the generation of 
green jobs and income so that our young people can 
live their lives with dignity and opportunities. 

We want the Marajoara population to have oppor-
tunities and public policies to live with dignity - pol-
icies to reduce the social and environmental damage 
of this war, such as the guarantee of humanized health 
and social assistance equipment and protocols, ade-
quate housing, demarcated territory free of pesticides, 
rivers and lakes with sustainable fishing, agroecolog-
ical management policies with support for distribu-
tion and resilience to extreme weather events, public 
universities in the interior, access to safe, renewable 
and decentralized energy in the territories, valuing the 
cultural and artistic languages and activities of the re-
gions and municipalities, and much more...

Given the scenario based on the data, there is an ur-
gent need to adopt an anti-prohibitionist and non-pu-
nitive approach to security policy in Marajó. This 
means abandoning the logic of repression and adopting 
strategies based on harm reduction, community devel-
opment, and access to rights.

The current drug policy in Marajó not only fails to 
contain organized crime but also deepens inequalities 
and reproduces cycles of violence and imprisonment. 
The data analyzed shows that repression mainly affects 
vulnerable populations without solving the complex 
and structural problems that allow organized crime to 
operate across our borders and territories.

The prohibitionist approach must be replaced by 
policies based on social justice, social and environ-
mental harm reduction, and community-based terri-
torial development. The future of Marajó depends on 
implementing policies that respect human rights and 
promote real opportunities for its communities.

EDIELE LIMA, LUTI GUEDES, BEATRIZ 
VIEIRA, EDIANE LIMA, CARINA SOUZA, 
LUIS BARBOSA, VALMA TELES E SILMARA 
BORGES are part of the Marajó Observatory and 
signed this text.

1 “Oxi” is the language used by website Marajo Noticias 
when reporting on police operations. It is not possible to 
confirm whether it refers to cocaine base or crack.
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In recent years, we have seen an unprecedented ad-
vance of criminal groups in the north of Brazil. Data 
gathered by the Brazilian Forum on Public Security is 
eloquent: in 2023, in the states of the Legal Amazon 
(Acre, Amapá, Amazonas, Mato Grosso, Pará, Rondô-
nia, Roraima, Tocantins and part of Maranhão), the 
rate of violent deaths was 45% higher than the natio-
nal average. The state of Amapá has the highest rate 
of intentional violent deaths (69.9 per 100,000 inha-
bitants). This result places two Amapá cities in the 
ranking of the most violent municipalities in Brazil.

In Amapá state, Santana was the most violent city 
in the country in 2023. The rate was 92.9, while the 
national average was around 23 deaths per 100,000 
inhabitants. Not only is the absolute number sho-
cking, but the variation between years also shows how 
much this region of the country suffers from the in-
crease in violence: the city registered an 88.2% incre-
ase in intentional violent deaths, a figure only rivaled 
by Maranguape, in Ceará state, whose homicide rate 
rose 85.7% that year.

Santana also features in another ranking, that of 
the ten cities where police officers have killed the 
most people in the country. The city came sixth, with 
a rate of 27 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants. In con-
trast, its sister city, Macapá, was the state’s unfortu-
nate champion, coming third in the national ranking 
with almost 41 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants. These 
figures show that the police forces are out of control 
amid a conflicting and ungovernable process led by 
factions fighting over territorial control.

To understand what fuels this dynamic of violence, 
it is essential to look beyond the data and examine the 
socio-economic conditions that have shaped the reali-
ty of these cities in the North and Northeast of Brazil. 
In recent years, these regions have seen a growing pre-
cariousness in the lives of their inhabitants, a scarcity 
of job opportunities, and, consequently, a reduction 
in income. In addition, a new transportation route 
has been built for a series of illegal products, such as 
illicit drugs, weapons, and ammunition, as well as 
protected fauna, timber, and minerals. The construc-
tion of this new route has reconfigured the scenario in 
the Amazon and generated new dilemmas for which 
there are still few convincing and compelling political 
responses.

IBGE data1 shows that Santana has the fifth highest 
GDP per capita in the state of Amapá, but at the same 
time, when you look at the city’s population, the si-
tuation is reversed. Santana residents have the third 
lowest average salary in the state, showing how bru-
tal inequality is in this municipality. In Santana, only 

15% of the population has adequate basic sanitation, 
which is reflected in the fact that the city has the most 
people living in risk areas in Amapá and ranks 59th 
out of 5,570 municipalities in the country.

The city has benefited from its river port. The main 
gateway to the state via the rivers is a strategic outlet 
for agro-export production, as well as serving as a ga-
teway for timber, most of it illegal, to foreign markets. 
The port closed in 2023 with record handling, an in-
crease of more than 48% on the previous year. This 
logistical strength makes the city a standout in econo-
mic growth while at the same time attracting criminal 
groups interested in using these routes to transport 
illegal drugs to markets in the United States and Eu-
rope.

However, what could represent prosperity for the 
region has generated perverse side effects. Uneven 
economic growth, combined with the advance of or-
ganized crime, has directly contributed to the emer-
gence of the so-called “rural peripheries”. The “inter-
nalization of violence” has taken on new proportions 
in recent decades. The expulsion of rural populations 
due to the expansion of agribusiness and environ-
mental destruction has led to the formation of “rural 
peripheries”, where criminal gangs find fertile ground 
to expand their activities. States like Maranhão exem-
plify this dynamic, with young people who, after ha-
ving their traditional ways of life destroyed, are attrac-
ted to drug and arms trafficking as a way of surviving.

The report Além da Floresta (Beyond the Forest) 
by the Security Observatory Network2, describes this 
phenomenon by pointing out that “the dynamics of 
factions in rural territories differ from those in urban 
areas, as they are directly linked to the destructuring of 
communities caused by environmental violence and 
the expansion of agribusiness”. In these peripheries, 
the presence of criminal groups is felt in the reorgani-
zation of social relations, creating an environment of 
constant fear and uncertainty. It is noteworthy that, 
in Santana, the Remédios city neighborhood is one of 
the most frequent in the police news, recording ho-
micides3 and deaths caused by public security agents. 
The neighborhood is adjacent to the Santana Port 
area, which is disputed by criminal factions.

The presence of these factions transforms the dyna-
mics of violence in these regions and local social re-
lations. The increase in crimes such as robberies, ho-
micides, and territorial disputes is accompanied by a 
growing presence of firearms, which feeds the cycle of 
violence. This reality is aggravated by the lack of basic 
infrastructure and adequate public services, contribu-
ting to the marginalization of these communities and 
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the perpetuation of violence.
Faced with this situation, public authorities have 

resorted to technological solutions to control the 
advance of crime. In recent years, we have seen a 
growing trend toward responses based on innovations 
such as surveillance cameras, drones, and prediction 
software. I have dedicated myself to understanding 
this movement, seeking to produce data and monito-
ring the state of the art in the use of new technologies 
by Brazilian police agencies, as well as mapping where 
and how these devices and systems have been used in 
the country.

Before we discuss the data further, we should brie-
fly discuss why we are concerned about these systems 
and how these concerns relate to the experience in 
northern Brazil.

Technologies such as facial recognition cameras 
and prediction software are being sold as efficient 
and objective ways of carrying out specific jobs that 
used to be done only by human beings. In this sense, 
it is recognition cameras that will indicate, by facial 
comparison, using an algorithm, who the police will 
approach or not. Similarly, it will be predictive po-
licing software that, by analyzing massive databases, 
will define which area of the city is most likely to wit-
ness a particular crime.

These promises seem to be a response to serious 
problems that have already been well documented by 
public security experts, namely racial profiling and 
the over-policing of peripheral areas of cities, which 
has led many of these experts to welcome the arrival 
of these technologies. What international experience 
already pointed out in 2019, when facial recognition 
cameras became popular in Brazil, and as the expe-
rience of more than five years in different Brazilian 
states reinforces, is that these systems produce errors 
and don’t get to the heart of violence and security pro-
blems.

Because the databases need to be massive, it is com-
mon to see these systems trained with data mainly pro-
duced by and focused on white people from the Global 
North. Typically, these systems fail more with ethnic and 
racial minorities and have limitations in specific contexts, 
such as rural areas, peripheries, and territories of traditio-
nal populations.

These challenges, however, have not prevented ci-
ties like Macapá from adopting these technologies on 
a large scale. To try to contain the escalation of vio-
lence that has made the city one of the most violent 
in the country, a Monitoring Center was inaugurated 
with totems equipped with facial recognition came-
ras as part of the Macapá mais Segura (Safer Macapá) 

program. The government’s plan involves the distri-
bution of ten totems with facial recognition cameras 
in different parts of the city with the stated aim of 
helping to combat crime and making the response to 
the population’s demands more agile and efficient5. 
The images from the totems will be managed at the 
Monitoring Center by the Macapá Municipal Civil 
Guard.

The city of Amapá is not alone in the region in in-
vesting in technology to respond to the population’s 
desire for greater security. According to data produced 
by O Panóptico, the northern region of Brazil has at 
least 50 registered projects that use facial recognition 
in public security, mainly located in the largest cities, 
which are often close to the banks of the Amazon Ri-
ver, as can be seen in the image below:

When well studied, investments in technology can 
be important for protecting rights and fighting crime, 
with respect for human rights. What can we say, for 
example, about the critical mapping network for fires 
and deforestation provided by satellite images? The 
x-ray scanners that can identify suspicious objects in 
containers that will feed the cargo ships docked at our 
main ports?

More numerous than the examples of the current 
use of technology in public security are the possibili-
ties that technological innovations open up. Two ma-
jor fields that are still underdeveloped in Brazil, which 
could be facilitated by investing in cutting-edge tech-
nologies, are the control of weapons and ammunition 
and the registration of illegally logged timber for in-
spection. The loser is a criminal investigation, which 
could record higher crime-solving rates if it were 
equipped with fundamental technologies for intelli-
gence work. And we all know that impunity is one of 

Data produced by O Panóptico and available at: opanoptico.com.br
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the driving forces behind violence.
This year, when COP 30 will be held in Belém 

do Pará, the country’s northern region will be even 
more in the spotlight. It’s a year that could represent a 
turning point, either towards a fairer and more equal 
future or towards a deepening of the dynamics of vi-
olence and crime that we have seen in recent years. 
The history of Santana and Macapá is an example of 
what old practices in public security can lead to: low 
investment in investigation and firm bets on “war on 
crime”.

Unfortunately, the “news” in public security has 
been just more of the same, distancing the northern 
region from policies that really respond to the pop-
ulation’s needs. We need integrated policies that pro-
mote social and environmental justice, strengthen the 
communities affected and dismantle the networks of 
violence at their roots. Our future depends on it.

PABLO NUNES has a PhD in political science and 
is the coordinator of CESeC, leader of the O Panóptico 
project and of the Network of Security Observatories, 
focusing on public security, new technologies, combating 
racism, and reducing police lethality.

1  Yearbook of the Brazilian Public Security Forum 2024. 
Available at: https://forumseguranca.org.br/publicacoes/
anuario-brasileiro-de-seguranca-publica/

2  IBGE. Panorama of Municipalities. Available at: https://
cidades.ibge.gov.br/brasil/ap/santana/panorama

3 O GLOBO. “Porto cobiçado pelo tráfico, garimpo, contrabando: 
entenda por que as mortes violentas dispararam no Amapá” 
(“A port coveted by drug traffickers, gold miners, smugglers: 
understand why violent deaths have skyrocketed in Amapá”). 
Available at: https://oglobo.globo.com/brasil/noticia/2024/07/20/
porto-cobicado-pelo-trafico-garimpo-contrabando-entenda-
por-que-as-mortes-violentas-dispararam-no-amapa.ghtml

4 RAMOS, Silvia et al. “Além da Floresta: crimes socioambientais 
nas periferias”. “Beyond the Forest: socio-environmental crimes 
in the peripheries”. Available at: https://observatorioseguranca.
com.br/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/
RELATORIO_alem-da-floresta_final_web-2.pdf

5  G1. “Acusado de homicídios morre em confronto com a 
Rotam, em Santana” (Accused murderer dies in confrontation 
with Rotam in Santana). Available at: https://g1.globo.com/
ap/amapa/noticia/2025/02/01/acusado-de-homicidios-
morre-em-confronto-com-a-rotam-em-santana.ghtml

6  Macapá City Hall. “Prefeitura de Macapá inaugura Central de 
Monitoramento e ativa os Totens de Segurança do Programa 
Macapá Mais Segura” (Macapá City Hall inaugurates Monitoring 
Center and activates the Security Totems of the Macapá Mais 
Segura Program). Available at: https://macapa.ap.gov.br/prefeitura-
de-macapa-inaugura-central-de-monitoramento-e-ativa-os-
totens-de-seguranca-do-programa-macapa-mais-segura/

7  Macapá City Hall. “Entenda como funcionam e como acionar os 
totens de segurança da Guarda Municipal instalados em Macapá” 

(Understand how the Municipal Guard security totems installed 
in Macapá work and how to activate them). Available at: https://
macapa.ap.gov.br/entenda-como-funcionam-e-como-acionar-
os-totens-de-seguranca-da-guarda-municipal-instalados
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The state of Maranhão, located in the Eastern Am-
azon, is one of the expressions of agrarian1 and so-
cio-environmental2 conflicts in Brazil. The amount of 
litigation is indicative of the actions of the capital in 
the countryside3. Peasants, quilombolas, Indigenous 
people and other ethnic-racial groups have in com-
mon the participation in the struggle to defend their 
lands/territories, whose identities are revealed in/by 
the conflict of different logics, an open confrontation 
with modernity/coloniality.  

Sectarian violence in the Maranhão countryside is 
directly linked to the growth of agribusiness and ar-
ticulates the dictates established in the 1990s by neo-
liberalism expressed in the Washington Consensus, a 
political and economic agenda established by interna-
tional agencies, including the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the World Trade Organization (WTO), 
and the World Bank (WB). 

In the current phase of the globalization of capi-
tal4, marked by profound socio-spatial and econom-
ic transformations in Maranhão, global corporations 
effectively control the production, financing, and 
marketing of commodities in large areas, driven by 
government facilities in terms of funding and tax in-
centives.

The authoritarian penetration of national and 
transnational capitalism in Maranhão, anchored 
under the neoliberal aegis, has caused deep agrarian 
conflicts and socio-environmental impacts involving 
small producers, squatters, and the large industrial 
groups that have appropriated vast tracts of land for 
their private projects5. This appropriation has altered 
the biomes and ways of life of local populations, also 
known as traditional populations, through the so-
cio-economic and spatial reorganization of areas des-
tined for the implementation of these projects6.

Violence remains a permanent mark in the history 
of the development of capitalism in Maranhão7, which 
is linked to large-scale capitalist accumulation engen-
dered by political and economic interests at the local, 
national, and international levels, resulting in the ex-
pansion of forest clearing, conflicts, and brutal vio-
lence, with countless cases of murders of rural leaders8.

One of the most violent expressions of this devel-
opment model is the massive poisoning of communi-
ties, woods, forests, rivers, lakes, and lagoons by pes-
ticides deployed by airplanes and drones, which has 
intensified in recent years in Maranhão.

According to a survey carried out by the Federation 
of Rural Workers, Farmers and Family Farmers of 
the State of Maranhão (FETAEMA), the Maranhão 
Agroecology Network (Rama), and the Geography 

Extension, Research and Teaching Laboratory (LEP-
ENG/UFMA), called Territories Directly Victimized 
by Pesticides in Maranhão, 231 localities9 in 35 mu-
nicipalities were victimized by aerial spraying of pesti-
cides by plane and/or drone in the year 202410.

The data shows that the highest intensity of cases 
occurs where agribusiness is expanding in the state of 
Maranhão, especially soy11 and eucalyptus12. In addi-
tion to massive contamination by pesticides, the com-
munities surveyed recorded cases of violent agrarian/
socio-environmental conflicts, and in many instanc-
es, drones/airplanes were used as actual weapons of 
war to expel communities from their traditionally oc-
cupied lands.

These situations, which are tributary to the brutali-
ties in the Brazilian rural context, must be understood 
through the prism of the process of modernization of 
agriculture in Brazil, marked by a violent and unequal 
global scenario, which has resulted in fraudulent land 
grabbing, land concentration, slave labor, unemploy-
ment, different forms of violence in the countryside 
and one of the highest levels of social inequality in the 
country13.

These occurrences in rural Maranhão also reveal 
the impacts of the use and handling of pesticides on 
human populations and nature, and the complete 
lack of control by public authorities over the eco-
nomic activities that use them. Nevertheless, despite 
the scientific evidence from the fields of agronomy, 
human and environmental toxicology about the risks 
to human health caused by pesticides, especially when 
they are released by airplanes, only the state of Ceará14 
has a state regulation banning the aerial application of 
pesticides15.

The exponential growth of new pesticide registra-
tions is accompanied by an intense flexing of envi-
ronmental and agricultural regulatory frameworks 
guided by the Ruralist Caucus, which has found in 
the Bolsonaro government (2019-2023) the greatest 
ally to get the cattle through16, especially those acts re-
lated to the expansion of the release of new pesticide 
products17.

Maranhão is also witnessing an expansion in the 
use of pesticides in its territory, linked to the expan-
sion of monocultures, especially soya. According to 
a survey by Infoamazônia18, the use of pesticides by 
agribusiness has grown by 191.5% in Maranhão since 
2013. The state was the fourth in the Legal Amazon 
to acquire the most pesticides in the period and the 
second largest consumer in the Northeast in ten years.

The seriousness of the situation investigated is 
linked to the fact that children, teenagers, elderly, 
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and pregnant women have been poisoned by toxic 
substances launched by airplanes and drones. This is 
not an isolated situation in Maranhão since the indis-
criminate and progressive use of pesticides has been 
responsible for numerous serious cases of damage to 
human and environmental health19.

Such situations are a showcase of non-negotiabil-
ity, continued intolerance and prolonged confronta-
tions with no immediate prospect of resolution by the 
competent authorities20. These situations of socio-ter-
ritorial conflicts are the result of the crisis of modern 
rationality (formal, instrumental, and institution-
al), which orders economic and legal rationality and 
guides production processes, property regimes, and 
social justice21.

The traditional communities of Maranhão22  live 
under an intense predatory process of a highly com-
plex and fragile ecosystem and environmental degra-
dation at its critical point, with devastated vegetation 
cover, soil subjected to rapid depletion, poisoning of 
populations, destruction of river springs, felling of 
palm groves, such as babaçuais, buritizais, pequizeiros, 
bacurizeiros, and the conversion of the Cerrado and 
the Amazon into charcoal.

Villainy and brutality have become part of the dai-
ly life of rural communities in Maranhão, an appar-
ent and persistent disregard for constitutional prin-
ciples such as human dignity. The aerial spraying of 
pesticides reveals a permanent state of exception ex-
perienced by traditional communities in Maranhão, 
which materializes in serious health problems, food 
insecurity, and the destruction of nature in the con-
text of a chemical war. Despite the ongoing process of 
violence, the communities are resisting.
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1 Agrarian conflicts are understood here as disputes between 
different forms of property - especially in the region investiga-
ted, common property and private property - and are directly 
related to policies of access to land/territory, land grabbing, 
judicialization, and violent appropriations promoted by agri-
business (In. Diogo Diniz Ribeiro Cabral, Fincados Na Terra 
Como Um Bacuri: a luta da comunidade Carrancas pelo direito 
de existir (Grounded Like a Bacuri: the Carrancas community’s 
struggle for the right to exist). Dissertation. State University 
of Maranhão. São Luís/Maranhão, 2023)

8 According to CABRAL, D. D. R. C. et al (2022), between 2020 
and 2022, fourteen people were murdered in Maranhão be-
cause of agrarian conflicts.

2 Socio-environmental conflicts are read from the antago-
nism between different social groups, their different forms of 
appropriation, use and meaning of the territory, and the thre-
ats to the ways of being and existing promoted by one group 
to the detriment of another and are visualized when social 
agents establish an immediate logical association between 
the degradation of the environment and the actions of social 
agents determined under given historical conditions. (In. Dio-
go Diniz Ribeiro Cabral, Fincados Na Terra Como Um Bacuri: a 
luta da comunidade Carrancas pelo direito de existir (Groun-
ded Like a Bacuri: the Carrancas community’s struggle for the 
right to exist). Dissertation. State University of Maranhão. São 
Luís/Maranhão, 2023)

3 In Maranhão, agrarian and socio-environmental conflicts are 
characterized by great intensity and duration, anchored in so-
cio-territorial disputes that oppose communities and agribu-
siness, in a violent process of land enclosure, destruction of 
river springs, forest fires, deforestation, expulsion of families 
and resistance.

4 For Chesnais, “globalization is given not by the globalization 
of exchanges, but by the operations of capital, in the triple 
form of industrial capital, concentrated capital engaged in 
business and large-scale distribution, and above all, more and 
more clearly every day, in that of concentrated money-capi-
tal, which increases in value within the financial sphere, but 
which is nourished by punctures on the productive sphere 
where value, surplus value and other varieties of over-product 
are formed [sic]”. In  CHESNAIS, F. A mundialização do capital 
(The globalization of capital). São Paulo: Xamã, 1996.

5 BARBOSA, Z. M. O global e o regional: a experiência de de-
senvolvimento no Maranhão contemporâneo. (The global and 
the regional: the development experience in contemporary 
Maranhão). Revista Brasileira de Desenvolvimento Regional, 
Blumenau, v. 1, n. 1, p. 113-128, 2013. Available at: https://
proxy.furb.br/ojs/index.php/rbdr/article/view/3651  Acces-
sed on: Dec. 15, 2022.

6 SANT’ANA JÚNIOR, H. A. A. Conflitos socioambientais no 
Maranhão e sua relação com grandes projetos de desenvolvi-
mento (Socio-environmental conflicts in Maranhão and their 
relationship with large development projects). In: JORNADA 
INTERNACIONAL DE POLÍTICAS PÚBLICAS, 4., 2009, São 
Luís. Electronic proceedings [...]. São Luís: UFMA, 2009. p. 1-8. 
Available at: http://www.joinpp.ufma.br/jornadas/joinppIV/
eixos/8_agricultura/conflitos-socio-ambientais-no-mara-
nhao-e-sua-relacao-com-grandes-projetos-de-desenvolvi-
mento.pdf. Accessed on: Jan. 18, 2021.

7 During the implementation of major economic projects in 
Maranhão in the 1980s, there was an increase in lethal violen-
ce in the countryside. Between 1980 and 1985 alone, accor-
ding to data collected from Fetaema, seventy rural workers 
were murdered because of agrarian conflicts. In addition to 
the murders, entire villages were destroyed to make way for 
large industrial and agricultural complexes. Seventeen villa-
ges were destroyed during the installation of Alumar in São 
Luís.

https://proxy.furb.br/ojs/index.php/rbdr/article/view/3651
https://proxy.furb.br/ojs/index.php/rbdr/article/view/3651
http://www.joinpp.ufma.br/jornadas/joinppIV/eixos/8_agricultura/conflitos-socio-ambientais-no-maranhao-e-sua-relacao-com-grandes-projetos-de-desenvolvimento.pdf
http://www.joinpp.ufma.br/jornadas/joinppIV/eixos/8_agricultura/conflitos-socio-ambientais-no-maranhao-e-sua-relacao-com-grandes-projetos-de-desenvolvimento.pdf
http://www.joinpp.ufma.br/jornadas/joinppIV/eixos/8_agricultura/conflitos-socio-ambientais-no-maranhao-e-sua-relacao-com-grandes-projetos-de-desenvolvimento.pdf
http://www.joinpp.ufma.br/jornadas/joinppIV/eixos/8_agricultura/conflitos-socio-ambientais-no-maranhao-e-sua-relacao-com-grandes-projetos-de-desenvolvimento.pdf
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9 Traditional communities, agrarian reform settlements, qui-
lombola territories, and Indigenous lands

11 According to IBGE, the growth in the area planted with 
soybeans between 1990-2018 in Maranhão was 6,054% 
(PAM-IBGE)

20 ALMEIDA, Alfredo Wagner Berno de. Rituais de Passagem 
entre a chacina e o genocídio: conflitos sociais na Amazônia, 
in Chacinas e massacres no campo/Maristela de Paula Andra-
de (Rituals of Passage between massacre and genocide: so-
cial conflicts in the Amazon, in Chacinas e massacres no cam-
po/Maristela de Paula Andrade). São Luís: Master’s in public 
policy -UFMA,1997.

21 LEFF, Enrique. Los derechos del ser colectivo y la reapropia-
ción social de la naturaleza. In: CUNHA, Berlinda Pereira da 
et. al. (orgs.). Os saberes ambientais, sustentabilidade e olhar 
jurídico: visando a obra de Enrique Leff (Environmental know-
ledge, sustainability and the legal perspective: looking at the 
work of Enrique Leff). Caxias do Sul: Educs, 2015. 

22 Reports from rural workers who have been victims of che-
mical attacks tell of persistent acute intoxication (headache, 
vomiting, diarrhea, burning eyes, mouth, irritability, itchy skin) 
and chronic intoxication.

23 ALMEIDA, Alfredo Wagner Berno de; MARTINS, Cynthia 
Carvalho; SHIRAISHI NETO, Joaquim. Guerra Ecológica nos 
Babaçuais: O processo de devastação das palmeiras, a ele-
vação do preço de commodities e aquecimento do mercado 
de terras na Amazônia (Ecological warfare in the Babaçuais: 
The process of palm devastation, rising commodity prices and 
heating up the land market in the Amazon). São Luis: MIQCB/
BALAIOS TYPOGRAPHIA, 2005.

12 The production of cereals, vegetables and, oilseeds in Ma-
ranhão is expected to reach 5.99 million tons in 2022, an in-
crease of 4.7% over last year, making it the sixth consecuti-
ve record production in the state, according to data from the 
November Systematic Production Survey (LSPA), carried out 
by the IBGE. [...] About soybean production, Maranhão should 
see an increase of 8.3% compared to 2021, reaching 3.4 
million tons in 2022. It should be noted that although sowing 
is traditionally late when compared to the states of the Cen-
ter-South, the expansion of the planted area by 7.5% made it 
possible to increase production” (IMESC, 2022).

13 MATTOS, José; SODRÉ, Ronaldo. O emaranhado dos con-
flitos de terra no campo maranhense (The tangle of land 
conflicts in rural Maranhão). Revista de Geografia e Orde-
namento do Território – GOT, n. 10, p. 345-354, dez. 2016. 
Available at: http://cegot.org/ojs/index.php/GOT/article/
view/2016.10.016. Accessed on: June 30, 2021.

14 Aerial spraying of pesticides is banned in Ceará under State 
Law 16.820/2019 of Brazil.

15 In Maranhão, of the 217 municipalities, only 6 prohibit the 
aerial spraying of pesticides over their territories.

16 President Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (PT) has sanctioned Bill 
1459/2022 - PL do Veneno - with vetoes, as it loosens the 
laws regulating the use of pesticides in the country. The text 
was published in the Federal Official Gazette (DOU) on Decem-
ber 28, 2023. In all, there were 17 vetoes imposed by President 
Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva on Bill 1459/2022.

17 According to publications in the official gazette, the fede-
ral government, through the Ministry of Agriculture, Livesto-
ck and Supply (MAPA), published the approval of 1552 new 
agrochemical products between 2019-2022. According to 
records from the Permanent Campaign Against Pesticides 
and For Life, of these newly authorized products, there are 
522 (41.5%) containing 153 active ingredients, 53 of which 
have been banned in other countries

19 Although the European Union has banned the spraying of 
pesticides from airplanes since 2009, and the damage caused 
by aerial spraying of pesticides is difficult to measure, given 
that the cloud of poison from the drift can reach great dis-
tances from the intended target, this practice has become in-
creasingly common, involving the use of airplanes, helicopters 
and drones. 

18 https://infoamazonia.org/2025/02/05/uso-
-de-agrotoxicos-cresce-quase-200-em-10-anos-
-no-maranhao-e-expoe-moradores-a-riscos/

10 https://www.rederama.org/post/chuva-de-veneno-no-ma-
ranh%C3%A3o-comunidades-vitimadas-pela-pulveriza%-
C3%A7%C3%A3o-a%C3%A9rea-de-agrot%C3%B3xicos-
-em-2024

http://cegot.org/ojs/index.php/GOT/article/view/2016.10.016
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How Land Exploitation Threatens 
the Jaguars in Brazil

TERRITORIAL CONFLICTS 
AND THEIR IMPACT ON 
BIODIVERSITY

Letícia Benavalli

Brazil’s biodiversity, one of the richest in the world, 
is home to countless species of fauna and flora, many 
endemic. Among these, the jaguar stands out: the 
largest feline in the Americas and a top predator in 
the food chain, it plays a vital role in the ecological 
balance of the biomes where it occurs. However, it 
faces severe threats, with conflict over land use being 
the main one. The conversion of natural areas for ag-
ricultural activities, deforestation, urban sprawl, land 
grabbing, and other forms of exploitation drastically 
reduce its habitat, making it vulnerable to retaliatory 
hunting and genetic fragmentation.

Given this scenario, the jaguar is classified as “Near 
Threatened” by the IUCN¹ and “Vulnerable” in the 
Red Book - an ICMBio document detailing informa-
tion on Brazil’s endangered species. Ineffective public 
policies and a lack of territorial planning aggravate the 

situation. The relationship between the fight against 
drugs and environmental degradation, global warm-
ing, and extreme weather events are critical elements. 
This article analyzes the impact of territorial conflicts 
on jaguar populations in the Atlantic Forest, Amazon, 
Cerrado, Caatinga, and Pantanal biomes, discussing 
how public policies and climate change amplify these 
threats.

ATLANTIC RAINFOREST: FRAGMENTATION 
AND HABITAT LOSS

The Atlantic Rainforest was Brazil’s first biome to 
suffer the impacts of land degradation. Today, only 
12.4% of its original cover remains, distributed in 
isolated fragments². Intense urbanization, real estate 
speculation, and agricultural expansion, especially 
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sugarcane cultivation and cattle ranching, have dras-
tically reduced natural habitats, directly affecting the 
jaguar.

The fragmentation of this biome poses a significant 
challenge to the jaguar’s survival. The genetic isola-
tion of populations, resulting from the physical sepa-
ration between forest fragments, increases inbreeding. 
Genetic studies show a reduction in the genetic vari-
ability of jaguars in the Atlantic Forest, making them 
more susceptible to disease and reducing their repro-
ductive rates³. Low connectivity between forest areas 
prevents gene flow, making it difficult for the species 
to adapt to environmental changes and increasing the 
risk of local extinction. Retaliatory hunting, motivat-
ed by the perceived threat to livestock, continues to 
be one of the central pressures on the species, with 
frequent records of jaguars killed in conflicts with cat-
tle ranchers⁴.

The climate crisis is exacerbating the situation by al-
tering rainfall patterns, intensifying the occurrence of 
droughts and floods, and reducing the availability of 
water. These changes jeopardize the remaining forests’ 
sustainability and the survival of preys for jaguars⁵.

The relationship between drug trafficking and en-
vironmental degradation in the Atlantic Forest is a 
worrying factor. Criminal groups use protected areas 
to hide clandestine drug processing laboratories, re-
sulting in deforestation for the construction of air-
strips and roads, the pollution of water bodies, and 
an increase in rural violence⁶. Illegal logging also con-
tributes to the degradation of the jaguar’s habitat, re-
ducing the availability of resources and increasing the 
risk of conflicts with humans.

The population of this feline in the biome is cur-
rently estimated at less than 300 individuals⁷, an 
alarming indication of the seriousness of the situa-
tion. Genetic studies reveal a high rate of inbreed-
ing - mating between related individuals - in isolated 
populations⁸, which compromises the species’ genetic 
health. Conflicts between jaguars and cattle ranchers 
are frequent, with financial losses for both sides; for 
example, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, a study found 
that most attacks on cattle occurred in areas close to 
forest fragments, where the jaguar was more likely to 
find refuge. This dynamic demonstrates the urgent 
need for solutions that balance jaguar protection with 
the economic interests of rural producers.

AMAZON: DEFORESTATION AND ILLEGAL 
DRUG TRAFFICKING

The world’s largest tropical rainforest is home to 

Brazil’s largest jaguar population, estimated at 10,000 
and 15,000 individuals⁹. However, accelerated defor-
estation, driven by the advance of cattle ranching, il-
legal logging, mining, and land grabbing, represents 
the greatest threat to the species. The Amazon is a 
critical biome for the global climate balance, and the 
loss of forests significantly impacts the climate, biodi-
versity, and the Indigenous peoples who depend on 
the forest for their livelihoods.

In addition, the loss of forest cover reduces the 
availability of jaguars’ natural prey, such as capybaras, 
deer, and peccaries, forcing jaguars to seek food in 
areas close to human settlements. This increases the 
likelihood of attacks on cattle, generating conflicts 
with ranchers and encouraging retaliatory hunting¹⁰. 
In addition, habitat fragmentation hinders the dis-
persal of jaguars, limiting gene flow between popu-
lations and increasing the risk of inbreeding and loss 
of genetic diversity. The construction of roads and 
railroads to facilitate the transportation of timber and 
cattle also contributes to habitat fragmentation and 
increases the risk of jaguars being run over.

Drug trafficking in the Amazon is another critical 
factor. Organizations involved in the cultivation and 
distribution of cocaine and cannabis clear large areas 
for illegal planting, build airstrips and roads in pro-
tected regions, and use the forest as a hiding site for 
their activities¹¹. This unlawful occupation of the for-
est increases violence against local communities and 
wildlife, including jaguars¹². In addition, the presence 
of illicit gold mining also contributes to environmen-
tal degradation. Mercury used in mining contaminates 
rivers and soils, affecting the food chain and poisoning 
jaguar prey, as well as causing health problems for lo-
cal human populations¹³. Rising temperatures and ex-
treme climate events, such as prolonged droughts and 
floods, affect the water regime and the productivity of 
the forest. Droughts kill prey such as fish and other 
aquatic animals, making it difficult for the vegetation 
to regenerate, thus making the habitat less favorable 
for the jaguar¹⁴.

CERRADO: AGRICULTURAL EXPANSION 
AND HABITAT FRAGMENTATION

The Brazilian savannah is facing increasing pressure 
from agricultural expansion, mainly from soy and 
livestock, which is leading to deforestation and habi-
tat loss. The intensification of land use for grain and 
meat production results in the conversion of natural 
areas into pastures and plantations, drastically reduc-
ing the territory of the mammal in question¹⁵. 
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Habitat fragmentation is one of the main threats to 
the jaguar’s survival in the Cerrado. The construction 
of roads, railroads, and other infrastructure to facil-
itate the transportation of agricultural and livestock 
products divides the habitat into smaller, isolated 
fragments¹⁶. This hinders the animal’s dispersal, limit-
ing gene flow between populations and increasing the 
risk of inbreeding and loss of genetic diversity¹⁷. The 
loss of connectivity between forest fragments makes 
it challenging to find food and breeding partners¹⁸.

Agricultural expansion also leads to degradation 
of the Cerrado, with erosion and contamination of 
the soil and water by pesticide use, which affects the 
health of the local fauna.  This compromises the ex-
istence of deer, capybaras, and other animals, forc-
ing the jaguar to seek food in areas close to human 
settlements¹⁹. This increases the likelihood of attacks 
on cattle, generating conflicts with ranchers and en-
couraging retaliatory hunting, as it happens in other 
biomes. Rising temperatures and extreme weather 
events, such as prolonged droughts and forest fires, 
also affect the availability of water and the productiv-
ity of vegetation, making the habitat less favorable for 
the animal²⁰.

CAATINGA: WATER SCARCITY AND 
CONFLICTS WITH CATTLE RANCHERS

 The semi-arid biome, with its unique characteristics, 
faces specific challenges for jaguar conservation. In ad-
dition to the intrinsic problem of lack of water, which 
jeopardizes life in general²¹, small livestock farmers, 
without government support for predator mitigation 
measures, often kill jaguars that attack their herds of 
goats and cattle²². The lack of resources and information 
on how to deal with the jaguar’s presence leads farmers 
to take drastic measures, such as poisoning or trapping, 
to protect their herds. The lack of enforcement and the 
impunity of criminals contribute to the persistence of 
retaliatory hunting.

Habitat loss and fragmentation also affect the jaguar 
in the Caatinga. Deforestation for agriculture and cattle 
ranching, firewood extraction, and mining reduce the 
area available to the feline and fragment its territories. 
The lack of ecological corridors and protected areas 
worsen the situation.

PANTANAL: FOREST FIRES AND 
HYDROLOGICAL CHANGES

The world’s largest floodplain is home to one of the 
highest population densities of jaguars on the plan-

et²³. However, the biome has suffered from recurrent 
forest fires, which in 2020 destroyed approximately 
30% of its vegetation cover. In addition, the silting 
up of rivers due to the advance of cattle ranching and 
soybean plantations drastically alters the hydrological 
cycles, affecting the biome’s fauna. Pantanal is one of 
Brazil’s most important biomes for biodiversity con-
servation, with a wide variety of plants and animals, 
many of which are endemic.

Fires destroy habitat, reduce prey populations, and 
increase the mortality of regional fauna ²⁴. Smoke 
from fires makes it difficult for animals to breathe and 
see, making it impossible for them to hunt and search 
for food. The fires of 2020 were severe, resulting in 
the deaths of thousands of animals, a tragedy caused 
by a lack of planning and preventive action.

Hydrological changes in Pantanal also affect the 
jaguar. The silting up of the rivers, caused by soil ero-
sion due to livestock farming and agriculture, reduces 
the capacity of the rivers to flood the plain, altering 
the cycles of flood and drought²⁵. These changes af-
fect water and food availability, harming the Pan-
tanal’s fauna and flora. The reduction in the floodable 
area makes hunting and foraging more difficult for 
the jaguar. The construction of dams and drainage 
channels also contributes to hydrological changes.

Overfishing and water pollution also threaten the 
jaguar and its prey, as they reduce fish schools, an 
important source of food for the largest cat in the 
Americas. Water pollution, caused by applying pesti-
cides and improper waste disposal, can contaminate 
fish and other animals, affecting the health of jaguar 
populations. The lack of basic sanitation and sewage 
treatment in the cities and towns of the Pantanal ag-
gravates the situation.

CONCLUSION: THE NEED FOR INTEGRATED 
PUBLIC POLICIES

To reverse the current scenario, effective and inte-
grated public policies must be implemented. Measures 
such as creating and properly managing ecological 
corridors, which connect fragments of habitat, allow 
jaguars to move around and maintain contact with 
other populations. Encouraging sustainable farming 
practices, which minimize the environmental impact 
and promote coexistence between humans and wild 
animals, is fundamental. The certification of agricul-
tural products that adopt sustainable practices can 
increase environmental awareness and responsibility.

Stricter environmental regulations and an effective 
fight against illegal activities are necessary to protect 
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jaguar habitats and guarantee the enforcement of law. 
Strengthening environmental agencies is essential to 
combat crimes in this sphere.  Investing in scientific 
research and monitoring the jaguar population and 
its habitats allows conservation actions to be based 
on concrete data and adapted to the needs of each bi-
ome. Strengthening local social participation in con-
servation actions contributes to jaguar protection and 
generates community income. Jaguar conservation is 
a complex challenge, and only through an integrated 
and multidisciplinary approach will it be possible to 
guarantee the survival of this emblematic species. Co-
ordination between the different levels of government 
and sectors of society is fundamental to the success of 
conservation actions.
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Until 1970, deforestation in the Brazilian Amazon 
amounted to less than 1%1. Since then, encouraged 
by military government strategies and projects, the 
occupation of the region has led to the loss of 18% of 
its forest cover, without this having meant equitable 
benefits for local or regional society. On the contrary, 
the logic that prevails in the region is still practically 
that of boom-bust (Schneider et al., 2000). In other 
words, in the first years of economic activity, there is 
a rapid and ephemeral growth in income and employ-
ment (boom), often followed by a social, economic, 
and environmental collapse (bust). Even in the case of 
more perennial economic activities, such as intensive 
agriculture and mining, the degree of concentration 
of income and earnings perpetuates inequality, and 
historically has not resulted in economic develop-
ment or better living conditions for the population.

An economy based on deforestation does not ac-
knowledge or reduce the poverty of local communi-
ties and contributes to the disruption of the economic 
activities developed by traditional peoples and com-
munities, mostly related to the standing forest.

While in the 1960s and 1970s, the occupation of 
the Amazon was driven by the government through 
incentives to integrate the Amazon into the country, 
in the 1980s and 1990s, the expansion of the frontier 
intensified with the boom in logging associated with 
the growth of cattle ranching, agribusiness and spec-
ulation in public lands (Celentano and Verissimo, 
2007). Today, the influx of private capital to serve the 
global market in mining and agriculture is one of the 
vectors of the frontier’s advance, always marked by 
deforestation, the degradation of natural resources, 
and rural violence.

It’s no coincidence that until the end of the 1990s, 
violence rates in the Amazon were relatively low. Re-
cently, violence has increased significantly, especial-
ly that related to environmental crimes, such as the 
irregular occupation of public lands and the illegal 
exploitation of timber and gold.

According to data from the 37-year historical series 
of MapBiomas collection 7, in 2023, the Legal Ama-
zon concentrated more than 90% of the gold mining 
area in the national territory, with around 12% of the 
degraded area located within Indigenous Lands. In 
ten years, the area degraded by mining in Indigenous 
Lands has increased by 400%, totaling more than 
18,000 hectares, and concentrated (90%) in three 
territories: Kayapó, Munduruku, and Yanomami2.

The example of wildcat gold mining in Yanomami 
territory was highlighted in the media and became a 
priority for the Lula government. In January 2023, 

the government declared a public health emergency 
and implemented a strategy to tackle illegal mining. 
More than 3,500 security operations have ensured a 
91% reduction in the areas already impacted by gold 
mining in the Yanomami Indigenous Land3.

The Yanomami case has shown that the impacts as-
sociated with wildcat gold mining go far beyond de-
forestation and the contamination of soil and water 
resources. The increase in cases of infectious diseases, 
especially malaria, the intensification of conflicts, and 
the spread of violence4 are some of the effects of illegal 
mining in the territories. A study carried out by Ovie-
do & Araújo5, using data from the Social Progress In-
dex (SPI) (defined as the capacity of a municipality to 
meet the basic needs of its citizens, guaranteeing the 
conditions for improving quality of life and environ-
mental sustainability) for the Amazon6 and the mu-
nicipalities that overlap with the Indigenous Lands 
impacted by mining showed that these places have 
lower social progress indicators compared to the cities 
that do not have mining in their territory.

The term narcogarimpo (drug trafficking asso-
ciated with illegal gold mining), coined in a Feder-
al Police operation, qualifies as a set of operational 
strategies articulated between drug trafficking agents 
and the mining fronts, producing new dynamics and 
strategies of action (CHAGAS, 2024, p. 92)7. From 
transportation logistics, including the use of irregular 
airstrips and the supply structure, to the other services 
used (security, prostitution, supply of weapons and 
ammunition, accounting, and legal services) and the 
possibility of laundering drug money, there are many 
affinities and connections.

Illegal mining establishes a complex network of illicit 
airports and ports involving agreements with local eco-
nomic and political elites, and corruption schemes in-
volving state agents. All these elements are of interest to 
drug traffickers, as is the use of gold as means of launder-
ing money from drug trafficking, as well as the possibility 
of investing illicit drug trafficking funds in mining activ-
ities (BUENO, COUTO, LIMA, 2024, p. 84).

According to data systematized by the Amazonia 
2030 project, the statistical analysis focused on mu-
nicipalities with less than 100,000 inhabitants in-
dicates an “excess of violence” in the region, corre-
sponding to a total of 12,160 homicide deaths in the 
20 years between 1999 and 2019, compared to small 
municipalities in the other areas of the country. A rel-
atively low number of municipalities at greater risk of 
illegal activities associated with land grabbing, illegal 
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logging and illegal gold extraction are responsible, on 
average, for 70% of this “excess violence” (Soares et 
al, 2021).

“The proximity of traditional coca producing areas - 
in Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru - has always placed 
the Amazon on the route of international trafficking, 
but changes in repressive policies in Brazil itself and 
in other countries, and a growing presence of national 
criminal factions in the region, reinforce the idea of a 
greater role in recent years” 8.

According to the Brazilian Public Security Yearbook 
2023, “at least two factors seem to contribute directly 
to the growth of lethal violence in the Legal Amazon 
region: the intense presence of organized crime fac-
tions and disputes between them over national and 
transnational drug routes that cross the region; and 
the advance of deforestation, illegal gold mining and 
intensification of land conflicts, which also results in 
the growth of lethal violence”9.

Violence in the Amazon correlates with overlap-
ping environmental crimes, armed violence, and drug 
trafficking and is aggravated by the difficulty of pro-
viding security in a context of complex and diffuse 
governance. A good example of this complexity lies in 
the potential effects of Brazil’s air interdiction policy, 
which began in 2004, on Amazonian populations. By 
shifting cocaine trafficking routes from the airways 
to the Amazon’s waterways, the policy exposed riv-
erside communities to drug trafficking, resulting in 
a significant increase in homicides in municipalities 
located along the rivers that connect the Amazon to 
cocaine-producing countries (Bolivia, Colombia, and 
Peru).  The characteristics of the homicides observed 
after this policy are consistent with a more significant 
presence of drug trafficking in the region and greater 
involvement of local communities with trafficking, 
either through logistical support or direct participa-
tion10. Mortality rates from external causes (traffic 
accidents, violence etc.) have increased in the region 
over time and are higher than in the rest of Brazil. 
The gross homicide rate jumped from 18 murders 
per 100,000 inhabitants in 1991 to 31 murders per 
100,000 inhabitants in 2020. As a result, the Amazon 
has become one of the most violent regions in the 
country11.

Considering all this, the Brazilian government’s 
commitment to zero deforestation in Brazil by 2030 
is significant, not only to tackle the primary source of 
Brazilian emissions but mainly because tackling ille-
gal deforestation, which accounts for approximately 

95% of the total, is fundamental to reducing violence 
and creating the conditions for a new development 
perspective for the region, tackling poverty and pro-
moting economic alternatives that are more adapted 
to the context of climate change.

However, the central policy aimed at achieving 
Brazil’s goal, the Plan for the Prevention and Control 
of Deforestation in the Amazon (PPCDAM), fails 
to address the situation’s complexity. Other policies 
with the capacity to deal with the territory’s challeng-
es in its various dimensions are needed to tackle the 
region’s inequalities and illegalities. 

PPCDAM includes four thematic axes: sustainable 
production activities, environmental monitoring and 
control, land and territorial planning, and regulatory 
and economic instruments aimed at reducing defor-
estation. Land-use planning is a component that can 
potentially increase the plan’s impact. If the alloca-
tion of public lands, the creation of new conservation 
units, the demarcation of Indigenous Lands, and the 
titling of quilombola territories advanced significant-
ly, in addition to reducing deforestation, the PPC-
DAM would contribute to the protection of territo-
ries, reducing the vulnerability of traditional peoples 
and communities to illegal activities and violence. 
Similarly, promoting an economy more aligned with 
maintaining the forest has the potential to tackle in-
equalities and contribute to social inclusion in the 
region, where the proportion of the poor population 
has risen from 37.8% in 2013 to 42.2% in 2021, an 
increase above the Brazilian average.

However, there is little prospect of public policies 
that can achieve more inclusive and less unequal de-
velopment in Amazon, despite the existence of pro-
posals to this end. The chronic absence of the state 
has made the region fertile ground for the illegal 
exploitation of natural resources, affecting the pro-
tection of public lands, the territorial rights of tra-
ditional peoples and communities, and even private 
property rights. To face the climate emergency and 
meet its commitments to reduce emissions from de-
forestation and promote the energy transition, Brazil 
could make progress both in recognizing territorial 
rights and in policies to encourage socio-biodiversity 
economies. 

However, the National Congress constant attacks 
on socio-environmental legislation, in a blatant at-
tempt to reduce or make better environmental regu-
lation unfeasible, goes in the opposite direction and 
contributes to the context of lack of control, impuni-
ty and violence. This scenario serves as a justification 
for proposals that aim to generate even more negative 
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impacts on the Amazon, such as the numerous at-
tempts to open Indigenous Lands to activities with a 
high environmental impact, such as large-scale agri-
culture and mining.

Considering the Amazon’s importance as the larg-
est area of continuous tropical forest on the planet, 
in times of climate change, Brazil could already have 
an integrated policy to tackle the region’s multidi-
mensional challenges. Unfortunately, the political-in-
stitutional structures, influenced by sectoral lobbies, 
are not as efficient at finding synergies as organized 
crime, which has been articulating itself on the new 
frontiers of illegality in the Amazon.
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The relationship between health and drug policies 
is complex and multifaceted, especially when analyz-
ing vulnerable populations. Considering the impact 
of prohibition on the well-being of traditional com-
munities, this intersection becomes even more com-
plicated1.

This text seeks to explore how the criminalization 
of a part of psychoactive substances affects not only 
individual health but also social cohesion, cultural au-
tonomy, and the sustainability of these communities’ 
ways of life2. It reiterates the discussion of how the 
war on drugs, rather than solving problems, exacer-
bates social, environmental, and health inequalities, 
especially in contexts where the relationship with the 
land and natural resources is central to survival and 
cultural identity3.

Many of the reflections presented in this article re-
sult from dialogues and living with members of the 
traditional communities themselves, who, by shar-
ing their experiences, contribute to the construction 
of collective and situated knowledge4. The voices of 
community members are essential for understanding 
the concrete impacts of drug prohibition and for de-
veloping effective harm reduction strategies, always 
respecting the autonomy and ancestral knowledge of 
each territory5. These dialogues show that the crim-
inalization of drugs transcends the sphere of public 
health and is also a problem of social and environ-
mental justice, especially in contexts where tradition-
al practices are stigmatized and repressed6.

Frequent reports point to the intensification of 
armed violence, criminalization, rights violations, 
and grooming of young people, marking the presence 
of criminal factions and repressive forces in tradition-
al territories7. In a recent case, a community leader 
who opposed this dynamic had his house burned 
down in a paradise region frequented by international 
tourists. This episode illustrates how the war on drugs 
not only undermines security and social cohesion but 
also threatens the sovereignty and well-being of tradi-
tional communities. It also shows that this problem is 
not restricted to the Amazon - the region that receives 
the most media attention - but also affects tradition-
al communities in other biomes such as the Atlantic 
Rainforest, particularly in Southeast Brazil. 

The authors of this text work at the Observatory 
of Sustainable and Healthy Territories of Bocaina 
(OTSS), a technopolitical space to produce critical 
knowledge that articulates the dialog between scien-
tific and traditional knowledge for the development 
of strategies that promote sustainability, health, and 
rights for the well-being of traditional communities. 

Created through a partnership between the Oswaldo 
Cruz Foundation (Fiocruz) and the Forum of Tradi-
tional Communities of Angra dos Reis, Paraty, and 
Ubatuba (FCT), OTSS works to implement initia-
tives that strengthen the territorial autonomy and so-
cio-environmental resilience of these populations. 

The concept of good-living (or well-being), which 
comes from the knowledge of the Andean Indigenous 
peoples, proposes a harmonious relationship between 
human beings and nature, challenging the develop-
mental and predatory logic of the capitalist model. 
This vision encourages sustainable practices to con-
tribute to biodiversity conservation, since it recog-
nizes the interdependence of ecological systems and 
values community management of natural resources. 
Studies indicate that Indigenous and traditional ter-
ritories, where good-living guides ways of life, have 
higher rates of environmental preservation and bio-
logical diversity because their agroecological prac-
tices, polyculture agricultural systems, and forms of 
territorial governance guarantee the maintenance of 
ecosystems. 

In this way, living well becomes a socio-environ-
mental paradigm that strengthens biodiversity by 
integrating ancestral knowledge, social justice, and 
ecological balance. It is worth noting that, in the face 
of climate change, communities that adopt practices 
to live well are less dependent on predatory extractive 
models, developing sustainable forms of agriculture, 
fishing, and using natural resources. These popula-
tions often hold traditional knowledge on climate 
adaptation, water management, and biodiversity con-
servation, which can be strategic for formulating ef-
fective public policies to combat climate change and 
protect the most vulnerable territories.

To gain a deeper understanding of climate change, 
interdisciplinary debates linking Environmental 
Sciences, History, Geology, Anthropology, Political 
Economy, and Philosophy present us with the con-
cepts of the Anthropocene and the Capitalocene. 
These concepts arise from the need to understand the 
global ecological crisis and its relationship with the 
socio-economic organization of the contemporary 
world. 

The Anthropocene refers to a geological era marked 
by the massive impact of human activities on the 
planet, including climate change, mass extinction of 
species, and irreversible changes to ecosystems. The 
Capitalocene, a critique of the previous concept, em-
phasizes that it is not humanity as a whole responsible 
for this crisis but a specific economic model - capital-
ism - which has intensified the exploitation of nature 
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and deepened socio-environmental inequalities. 
In one way or another, we find in good-living the 

adoption of a model of life based on sustainability 
and collectivity, which can contribute to protecting 
ecosystems, reducing environmental degradation, 
and strengthening the resilience of communities in 
the face of the climate crisis. Traditional practices of 
sustainable management, respect for natural cycles, 
and the balanced use of resources are essential in mit-
igating climate change’s impacts and promoting a 
fairer and more environmentally responsible future.

In this context, the war on drugs is increasing-
ly distancing members of traditional communities 
from the ideal of good-living, as it imposes a daily 
routine of fear, violence, and insecurity. The constant 
presence of armed groups and police repression cre-
ate an environment of instability that directly affects 
community relations and the transmission of ances-
tral knowledge. Young people are lured into drug 
trafficking as an alternative to the lack of economic 
and social prospects. At the same time, community 
leaders live under constant threat, unable to act freely 
in defense of their territories. In this way, the project 
of collective life based on harmony with nature and 
social cooperation is weakened, giving way to a reality 
marked by the breakdown of community ties and the 
intensification of social and environmental inequali-
ties.

THE PROHIBITION PARADIGM AND ITS 
EFFECTS ON COLLECTIVE HEALTH

The predominant drug policy in Brazil and many 
countries around the world is based on the paradigm 
of prohibition, which criminalizes the cultivation, 
use, and circulation of certain psychotropic sub-
stances. In addition to being ineffective in reducing 
consumption, this model generates a series of adverse 
consequences for public health, aggravating vulner-
abilities already present in traditional communities. 
Prohibition creates a vicious cycle of marginalization, 
violence, and exclusion, which directly impacts these 
communities’ ability to maintain their ways of life 
and cultural practices.

Among the main impacts of prohibition are the 
stigma and marginalization of users, hindering access 
to health services and harm reduction policies. Fear of 
police repression and criminalization drives individu-
als away from care networks, creating barriers to the 
treatment of substance use problems and access to in-
formation on prevention. In addition, state repression 
affects the provision of adequate care and treatment 

services for users, disregarding community-based ap-
proaches based on the autonomy of individuals. In 
traditional communities, where health is understood 
holistically and integrated with the environment and 
culture, the absence of specific policies sensitive to 
their realities further exacerbates inequalities.

In addition, the environmental devastation associ-
ated with drug trafficking and military operations in 
the war on drugs directly jeopardizes biomes and the 
survival conditions of traditional communities. The 
destruction of ecosystems because of drug trafficking, 
illegal mining, and predatory land exploitation com-
promises sources of food, water, and environmental 
security, seriously affecting the sustainable way of life 
of local populations. The war on drugs, therefore, not 
only fails in its stated objectives but also contributes to 
environmental degradation and the loss of biodiversity, 
directly impacting the well-being of these communi-
ties.

The prohibition of drugs directly affects tradition-
al communities, delegitimizing their cultural and 
spiritual practices. The ban on sacred plants used for 
health purposes not only violates religious and sym-
bolic rights but also reinforces stigma and repressive 
state control over ancestral knowledge. At the same 
time, the militarization of drug policies intensifies 
violence in the territories, promoting selective police 
operations that criminalize small farmers and commu-
nity leaders while extensive trafficking and environ-
mental exploitation networks continue to go unpun-
ished. This scenario of repression and social disruption 
makes room for the advance of criminal gangs, which 
exploit the vulnerability of these populations, deepen-
ing conflicts and compromising community autono-
my.

The impact of the war on drugs goes beyond direct 
violence, reaching dimensions that are fundamen-
tal to maintaining a good life. Fear and stigma keep 
people away from comprehensive health policies and 
harm reduction, limiting access to care, especially in 
territories where public services are scarce and disre-
gard traditional health approaches. Social fragmenta-
tion and growing territorial instability result in the 
erosion of solidarity networks, increasing dependence 
on external development models, and weakening the 
struggle for collective rights. In this context, securing 
land rights emerges as a fundamental strategy of re-
sistance, ensuring the preservation of territories, and 
protection against the effects of repression and mar-
ginalization imposed by prohibitionist policies.
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IN DEFENSE OF GOOD-LIVING 

Tackling the war on drugs in traditional commu-
nities requires a model that goes beyond the logic of 
repression and exclusion. Good-living, as a paradigm 
of social and environmental organization, strengthens 
existing methods based on collectivity, sustainability, 
and valuing ancestral knowledge1. The implementa-
tion of public policies aimed at territorial guarantees, 
cultural recognition, and harm reduction are essential 
for these populations to resist the advance of violence 
and promote healthy and sustainable ways of life8. 
Therefore, the fight against drug prohibition is not 
just a public health issue but a commitment to social 
and environmental justice, capable of guaranteeing 
the diversity of ways of life and the autonomy of tra-
ditional peoples and communities.
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I constantly remember stories from my territory, 
gossip told in between meals, sitting in the backyard 
watching the neighborhood go by, judgmental phras-
es about the bureaucracy of other people’s houses, and 
whether “so-and-so, the girl’s son over there, was a 
drug user”. A forgotten territory, with no deeds to 
houses we’ve bought, and the eternal insecurity of los-
ing our home. 

My brother was a drug user. At the height of a cri-
sis, he was almost killed trying to jump a neighbor’s 
house, thinking he was being chased. We never took 
care of him. We never took care of our friends. Today, 
I understand that we lack resources and humanity, 
above all humanity.

We were born and raised in a complex territory, in 
the largest Atlantic Forest reserve in the city of São 
Paulo, pressured by “progress”. The lack of rights con-
tinues to be a central feature of the country’s periph-
eral territories. We call Parelheiros the rural periph-
ery, which is becoming less rural and more trapped by 
speculation and now by the conservative line of the 
extreme right.

The term “environmental racism” describes insti-
tutionalized discrimination involving environmental 
policies, practices, or guidelines that unequally affect 
or harm individuals, groups, or communities of Afri-
can descent. Racism has been a fundamental organiz-
ing principle for systems and processes at the heart of 
the climate and ecological crises. Understanding and 
addressing contemporary climate, and environmen-
tal injustice in a racially discriminatory landscape re-
quires a historical approach to how racism has shaped 
economics, politics, climate and environmental reali-
ties. And, of course, legal structures.

In 1989, Spike Lee released “Do the Right Thing”, 
a film that portrays the daily life of a poor community 
in a suburban area of the United States. The coexis-
tence of blacks, Hispanics, Koreans, and Italians is far 
from harmonious, marked by constant tensions and 
relationships that oscillate between conflict, precari-
ous work, and resistance. In the movie, on the radio 
station Love Radio, DJ Love Daddy warns his listen-
ers about the coming heatwave: “Stay home or you’ll 
end up with a plastic helmet on your head.” In the 
streets, older adults sitting on the sidewalk comment 
on the extreme heat...

This heat, portrayed by Spike Lee, drives the film’s 
narrative and is part of what happened during the so-
called Drought of 1988, when extreme heat waves 
combined with dust storms devastated crops and 
caused countless forest fires, resulting in significant 
financial losses for the US government. At the time, 

data showed an average of 10,000 deaths caused by 
the heatwave - which lasted 55 days - a phenomenon 
recorded in the country only in 1934 and 1936.

We need to constantly remember that traditional 
and Indigenous peoples, quilombolas, and periph-
eral communities are the ones who teach us about 
confrontations, struggles, and resistance to colonial 
dwelling, being the greatest defenders of human life 
and the environment. I remember the book “Lugar 
de Negro”, by Lélia Gonzalez1, published in 1982, 
with Carlos Hasenbalg, by Marco Zero. Lélia wrote:

“The natural place of the dominant white group are 
large, spacious houses, located in the most beautiful 
corners of the city or the countryside and duly protected 
by different types of policing: from the old taskmasters, 
slave catchers, henchmen etc., to the formally consti-
tuted police. From the big house and the townhouse 
to the beautiful buildings and residences of today, the 
criteria have always been the same. The black man’s 
natural place is the opposite, of course: from the slave 
quarters to the slums, tenements, basements, invasions, 
flooded areas, and housing estates, whose models are 
the ghettos of today’s developed countries. The criterion 
has also been symmetrically the same: the racial divi-
sion of space.”

The intersection between environmental racism, 
climate justice, and the war on drugs in vulnerable 
territories is due to historical tensions with the war 
policies applied by the state. It shows in the absence 
of policies that guarantee human rights, the right to 
land, and fundamental survival rights for the quality 
of life of the black and poor population.

These territories are marked by power relations that 
have historically accentuated social inequalities and 
criminalized the black and poor population over their 
places and natural resources. In Brazil, this phenome-
non manifests itself acutely in the favelas and periph-
eries, in quilombola territories and Indigenous Lands, 
where the impacts of environmental degradation are 
amplified by state violence and social and racial exclu-
sion. The war on drugs, which has intensified over the 
last few decades, is one of the cruelest aspects of this 
process because, as well as aggravating the situation of 
violence, it also results in a series of environmental im-
pacts that directly affect the lives of these populations.

In the meantime, there is no food on their tables, 
they breathe in killer particles of pollution, drink wa-
ter contaminated by mining, and step on garbage and 
open sewage while watching violent armed struggles 
in the alleys where they live. Brazilians are born being 
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affected by racism, and environmental racism is yet an-
other scale of the state’s genocidal policy.

How are people attached and unattached to their 
place? Whether it’s because of what they do, or be-
cause it’s the last alternative in their life, their job, 
their love for it, or anything else. How do people 
move within and between different racial and social 
inequality levels?

Unlike a policy to guarantee housing, public 
health, environmental quality, and education, the war 
on drugs is a punitive action and not a human rights 
issue. This leads to an increase in the militarization of 
the favelas, with the constant presence of police forces 
who, with the authorization of the armed hand of the 
state, apply a genocidal policy in these territories. The 
presence of the state constantly results in episodes of 
violence, destruction of property, killings, and forced 
displacement of families in areas already earmarked as 
sacrifice zones for vulnerable populations.

According to the João Pinheiro Foundation2, the hous-
ing deficit in Brazil is made up of cohabitation situ-
ations, precarious housing and excessive rent burdens. 
Based on the 2022 Census, it is estimated that more 
than 6 million households are in deficit, concentrat-
ed in the country’s metropolitan regions, representing 
more than 8% of private households in need of public 
policies for affordable housing. In all areas, the high-
est percentage of this deficit is in families headed by 
women. In addition, households headed by black and 
brown people suffer the most from cohabitation, the 
excessive burden of rent, and precarious housing, rep-
resenting approximately 66% of the total. It should be 
noted that households headed by black people account 
for 74.2% of the deficit related to precarious hous-
ing, which means that of the 1,682,654 precarious 
dwellings identified by the João Pinheiro Foundation, 
1,248,831 are headed by black people.

In addition to the direct damage caused by state 
violence, the war on drugs also has a series of harmful 
environmental consequences for the territories. The 
use of police helicopters to intimidate the community 
during incursions into favelas, for example, can cause 
damage to vegetation, soil, and air, as well as increase 
noise pollution. In rural and forest areas, deforesta-
tion increases. Worsening deforestation and illegal 
logging in Indigenous and quilombola territories, for 
example, have a devastating impact on the ecological 
and cultural balance of these regions, putting the bio-
diversity and sustainable ways of life of these popula-
tions at risk. 

The war on drugs poses a double threat: while it 
exposes black, indigenous, and peripheral communi-
ties to state violence, it also jeopardizes their ability to 
adapt to climate change. The most vulnerable popula-
tions are those who face the impact of environmental 
disasters, such as floods, prolonged droughts, and the 
degradation of natural resources, which are exacerbat-
ed by the lack of infrastructure and government ne-
glect. When these communities are already facing the 
consequences of an endless war against drug traffick-
ing, their resilience is even more compromised, mak-
ing it difficult for them to adapt to climate change and 
to seek social, racial, and environmental justice.

And we can, and should, draw connections with 
land grabbing in Brazil, where, once again, the rate 
of people murdered by the police and imprisoned is 
alarmingly high as they are displaced from their land, 
their culture, and their community. And with the in-
creasingly intense and present climatic events, which 
could displace us at any time. And this both in the 
countryside and the city, spaces of profound inter-
dependence in which their populations are deeply 
marked by state violence, which takes everything away 
from them, especially their humanity.

In addition, a survey carried out by the National 
Confederation of Municipalities (CNM)3 indicates 
that more than 2.5 million homes were affected by 
disasters between 2016 and March 2024. To under-
stand the racial dynamics involved in this scenario, a 
study by the Pólis Institute4 in three Brazilian capi-
tals - Belém, Recife and São Paulo - identified, based 
on official data, a pattern of socio-spatial segregation 
marked by racism. In all these cities, there is a concen-
tration of low-income families and the black popula-
tion in so-called subnormal agglomerations, i.e., areas 
with irregular urban patterns, deficient public services, 
located in places where occupation is restricted. Black 
and impoverished people face more significant diffi-
culties in accessing urban infrastructure, such as basic 
sanitation and drinking water, as well as more adverse 
environmental conditions, which makes them more 
vulnerable to disaster risks.

Public policies must simultaneously tackle the chal-
lenges of public security and the socio-environmental 
problems that affect vulnerable communities. The im-
plementation of security policies that respect human 
rights, combined with environmental preservation ac-
tions, is fundamental to promoting true social, racial, 
and climate justice in Brazil.
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The Voices of Women Who Denounce State Violence in 
Peripheries, Prison System and Quilombos of Brazil

MOTHERS IN THE FIGHT - 
FROM GRIEF TO RESISTANCE 
AGAINST STATE VIOLENCE

Midiã Noelle
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The night does not fall asleep in the eyes of women. 
As Conceição Evaristo wrote in Cadernos Negros, they 
watch, guard and resist. In the darkness, their pain 
does not dissipate, embedded in their flesh, in their ab-
sence, and the silence imposed by the state - especially 
the mothers who mourn their children and bury their 
dreams but not their struggles. Mourning becomes a 
verb. In Brazil, where state violence chooses its targets 
by color and address, these women have built trenches 
with their bodies and voices in the peripheries, in the 
quilombos, at the gates of prisons and hospitals.

The violence of the Brazilian state has been one of 
the main mechanisms of control and repression against 
historically marginalized populations. The militariza-
tion of security policies, the criminalization of pover-
ty, and structural racism are central elements of this 
dynamic. Emblematic cases have led to the creation of 
groups like Mães de Maio, the organization Amparar, 
and the national campaign Somos Quilombo Rio dos 
Macacos. These initiatives are direct responses to the 
violations committed by the state against peripheral, 
black, and quilombola populations, who resist amid 
constant threats. Recent data from the Atlas of Vio-
lence 2024 reveals that 76.5% of homicide victims in 
Brazil are black and that a young black person is killed 
every 12 minutes in the country.

In addition to the mothers who are in the trenches 
fighting, there are also cases of victims of maternal 
deaths and obstetric violence. In other words, if you 
don’t die in life with the loss of your loved ones or 
with incarceration, you die in death, not by gunshot, 
but by slowness and public neglect. The emblematic 
case of the death of Alyne Pimentel, a black, periph-
eral woman who died in 2002 in Rio de Janeiro due 
to medical negligence during her pregnancy, for ex-
ample, highlights another aspect of state violence. She 
went to several hospitals, couldn’t find care, and died 
with her child in her womb.

Alyne Pimentel’s case became emblematic when it 
led to Brazil’s first international condemnation by the 
UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW). Unfortunately, stories like 
hers are recurrent. The lack of adequate care for black 
and peripheral women during pregnancy reflects the 
institutional racism present in public health policies 
in Brazil. More than 90% of cases could be avoided 
with adequate care alone. The figures reinforce how 
the precariousness of services impacts the most vul-
nerable populations and deepens inequalities.

“AN UNPAYABLE DEBT TO US”

In this context of daily violence, resistance move-
ments have emerged, such as Mães de Maio, formed 
by women who lost their children to state violence, 
especially during the 2006 May Crimes in the state of 
São Paulo, when, in response to attacks that victim-
ized 59 people carried by criminal faction PCC (Pri-
meiro Comando da Capital) police forces and death 
squads killed 505 people in two weeks.   These moth-
ers turned their mourning into a struggle, denounc-
ing the genocide of black youth and the impunity of 
state agents. Mrs Débora Maria da Silva, one of the 
movement’s leaders, says: “My son died at the age of 
29. His name was Edson Rogério Silva dos Santos, 
he was a janitor, and the state murdered him. The 
violence hit our family brutally. The state owes us an 
unpayable debt”.

She also denounces the farce of Brazilian democra-
cy: “We continue to make a mockery of the Brazilian 
state, showing that we don’t have a real democracy. 
How can there be democracy if the state kills our 
youth in the name of a manufactured war on drugs? 
This war is not against drugs but against color, class, 
and gender. Brazil has put this policy of death in 
place to ‘whiten’ our population in a perverse way.” 
For Débora, structural racism and social inequality 
are the driving forces behind the state’s policy of ex-
termination, and the struggle of the group Mães de 
Maio goes beyond the search for individual justice: it 
is a collective resistance to prevent new families from 
being destroyed. “The state persecutes us as if we were 
black people fleeing slavery,” she says. Her activism 
not only exposes this reality but also seeks to build 
a new narrative where black and peripheral mothers 
have their voices heard and respected.

Débora also emphasizes that the war on drugs is, in 
fact, a war against the poor, black, and peripheral. The 
impact of state violence goes beyond immediate loss, 
leaving a trail of psychological and social illness. “Life 
doesn’t go on. When people ask what hit my family, 
I’ve already described it: this pain is latent, very la-
tent,” she says, highlighting how the trauma crosses 
generations. The Mães de Maio movement has become 
a benchmark for resistance, demanding justice and de-
nouncing the selectivity of Brazilian democracy.

State violence also manifests itself in traditional ter-
ritories, such as the Rio dos Macacos Quilombo located 
in between the cities of Salvador and Simões Filho, in 
Bahia state, where quilombola families face threats and 
rights violations from the Armed Forces. The state, 
which should protect these peoples, becomes the pri-
mary agent of their oppression, reinforcing colonial 
structures of domination and expulsion. The Quilombo 
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faces serious rights violations due to the military oc-
cupation and the absence of public policies. The com-
munity lacks access to health, education and infra-
structure, while the state imposes constant threats and 
restrictions. Children and young people travel more 
than 14 kilometers to get to school, with many drop-
ping out due to inadequate transport.

Rosemeire dos Santos Silva, a community leader, de-
nounces decades of violations, with the forced eviction 
of families, destruction of housing, and restriction of 
access to fundamental rights. “We were very much af-
fected by the government’s blackmail about public pol-
icies. We would only get some benefits if we accepted 
what the Navy wanted,” she says. The military occupa-
tion of the territory brought fear and insecurity.

Resistance has become a necessity for survival. Even 
in the face of violence, Rosemeire finds strength in her 
elders’ wisdom and in her faith to keep fighting. “The 
main challenge is to stay alive,” she says. State negligence 
is also reflected in health, where inadequate care costs 
live within the quilombo. Rosemeire lost six siblings due 
to lack of help, a reality shared by many families. “We 
report it, then they show up, take pictures and disap-
pear. They isolate our community,” she laments.

The lack of medical care leaves physical and emo-
tional consequences, with many needing and not get-
ting psychological counseling. In addition, the drastic 
reduction in the quilombola territory - from over 900 
hectares to just 300 - represents a death sentence for 
the community. “The government has sent a message 
to women: we can no longer give birth because our 
space has been reduced.”  

“BEING POOR IS NOT A CRIME”

According to the Brazilian Drug Policy Platform, 
more than 60% of the Brazilian prison population 
is black; most of them are imprisoned for crimes re-
lated to the war on drugs, reflecting a selective pol-
icy that disproportionately penalizes black and pe-
ripheral young people. Maria Railda Silva’s life was 
transformed when her son was interned in Febem 
(State Foundation for the Well-Being of Minors), 
now Fundação Casa, facing a system that criminalizes 
poverty and imposes suffering on families. As a single 
mother, she grew up watching her mother struggle 
to support her children, a cycle of resistance that she 
followed. The experience of her son’s imprisonment 
led her to meet other mothers at the door of the in-
stitution, joining them in denouncing the violations 
suffered by adolescents in detention. “They get out 
of jail, but jail doesn’t get out of them,” says Railda, 

describing the psychological scars left by deprivation 
and violence within the socio-educational system.

Railda found a way to resist and survive the pain 
in the collective struggle. She became a reference in 
defending the human rights of family members of 
imprisoned people, helping to found Amparar. This 
organization offers support and information to fami-
lies affected by imprisonment. “The feeling of suffer-
ing also led me to see myself as a human person, with 
a human gaze and a human ear,” she says. Her main 
goal is to protect future generations, so they don’t ex-
perience the same pain. Through conversation circles 
and training at Amparar, Railda and other mothers 
strengthen the understanding that “being poor is not 
a crime”, denouncing the structures that insist on 
criminalizing their existence.

The testimonies of Débora, Railda, and Rosemeire 
show that state violence is not just a matter of public 
security but a structural mechanism for perpetuating 
the cycle of death of the most vulnerable people: black 
people. In a country where necropolitics has become 
institutionalized, the resistance of these women has 
become a frontline cry for justice, for memory, and 
for a tomorrow where being black and poor is not a 
death sentence.
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The Criminalization that 
Cut Our Roots

FAVELA IS A PLANT
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The historical relationship between black and pe-
ripheral populations in Brazil and their medicinal 
knowledge is marked by processes of exclusion, crim-
inalization, and violence, often boosted by policies 
aimed at erasing and suppressing the cultures and 
practices that these populations carried and imposing 
Christian-European culture to guarantee the colonial 
structure. This continued throughout the different re-
publican periods but did not prevent the Afro-Brazil-
ian population’s strong contribution to this country’s 
culture1.

In the specific case of medicinal knowledge, history 
is full of practices that, for centuries, were not only 
‘delegitimized’ but also prohibited by a series of mea-
sures that drove the black and peripheral population 
away from their connection with nature, their knowl-
edge, and their own health systems.

The Portuguese invaders of the territory, called Pin-
dorama2, tried to silence and exterminate African cul-
tures and the traditional healing practices brought by 
blacks, as well as the practices of Indigenous peoples, 
from the very beginning of colonization. Banning 
the “pito do pango” in 1830, in Rio de Janeiro, is an 
example of this repression. The “pito do pango” was 
a cultural practice of the African population, which 
consisted of smoking marijuana in a pipe, often as 
part of healing rituals and spiritual protection. The 
ban on smoking the herb was not due to the belief 
that it had mystical powers and caused social harm 
but because it was associated with the culture and 
resistance of black populations. The colonial author-
ities, concerned about any form of autonomy or or-
ganization of the enslaved population and black com-
munities, acted by banning cannabis, as well as by 
banning any kind of cultural expression that wasn’t in 
line with the precepts of European male whiteness3.

In addition, marijuana and other herbs used by 
healers and medicine women were part of a popu-
lar medicine that was based on ancestral knowledge 
passed down from generation to generation. This 
medicine, passed on by people such as prayers, heal-
ers, etc., had a deep link with nature and an under-
standing of the properties of plants and herbs. Black 
women, in particular, played a central role in this pro-
cess, not just as healers but as holders of widespread 
knowledge about the use of plants. By criminalizing 
the use of these herbs, the state not only curtailed 
these populations’ right to heal but also intentionally 
undermined their traditions and their own cultural 
identity.

This process of criminalizing this kind of tradi-
tional healing cannot be dissociated from the power 

dynamics that permeated the formation of the repub-
lican state in Brazil. The quest to centralize health 
knowledge within official institutions and the Catho-
lic Church’s need to reaffirm its influence contributed 
to the construction of a discourse that associated pop-
ular healing practices with ignorance and backward-
ness, demonizing them. Thus, the penal legislation of 
1890 not only criminalized this kind of healing but 
also served as an instrument of exclusion and repres-
sion of traditional health practices, many of which 
were rooted in Afro-indigenous knowledge. In this 
way, the legal prohibition of these practices was not 
just a matter of sanitary regulation but a reflection of 
the dispute for power and legitimacy in medicine and 
religion at the turn of the 19th to the 20th century4.

The healers, who were often closer to low-income 
populations, especially black and peripheral ones, 
faced not only a fight against their practice, but also a 
systematic attack on their existence. They were seen as 
a threat to the medical institutions of the time, which 
were dominated by a group of European-educated 
doctors who saw health as a market. At the time, 
“elite” doctors, with their scientific and stigmatizing 
practices, saw the healers as competitors who “stole” 
clients, without having the same academic training or 
the recognition of the “official” institutions.

This process of marginalization and criminalization 
of healers and the use of herbs was as much a cultural 
issue as an economic one since healing practices based 
on herbs represented a form of resistance not only to 
social and racial oppression but also to the monop-
oly of the pharmaceutical and medical markets. The 
healers, especially those who worked in black and 
peripheral communities, were often more prestigious 
than the doctors themselves, even by members of the 
wealthier classes. They were closer to the population’s 
needs. They offered accessible alternatives based on 
ancestral knowledge and plants, which did not de-
pend on significant investments or the pharmaceuti-
cal pill industry.

The Land Law of 1850, sanctioned by Dom Pedro 
II, represented a milestone in land regulation in Bra-
zil by establishing purchase as the only form of access 
to public lands. This measure made previous practices 
of possession and donation unfeasible, consolidating 
private property as the basis of the national agrari-
an structure. Promulgated in a context of transition, 
shortly after the prohibition of the slave trade, the leg-
islation officially had the false objective of boosting 
the agricultural economy and encouraging European 
immigration. However, by restricting access to land 
only to those with financial resources, the law exclud-
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ed formerly enslaved people and poor peasants, who, 
unable to afford it, were forced to submit to insuffi-
cient wage labor and precarious forms of occupation, 
such as tenements and favelas, in the case of Rio de 
Janeiro5. In the crudest sense of the word, the people 
who have worked the hardest and still work the hard-
est on this earth, being the backbone of this nation, as 
Abdias Nascimento used to say, are the same people 
who have the least access to land, to property, to any-
thing.

With the Land Law, many of these populations 
were forced to live in areas without the minimum 
conditions for cultivation or access to nature, mak-
ing it even more challenging to access the medicinal 
plants that were part of their daily lives. The land was 
taken over by large landowners or by real estate spec-
ulation in urban centers, which deprived black and 
peripheral populations of the right to grow their own 
herbs and plants, to have access not only to housing 
but also to decent housing, with the right to every-
thing that was intended for the well-being of the rest 
of the population.

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, with the 
rise of industrialization and the strengthening of the 
pharmaceutical market, the practice of this kind of 
traditional healing and the use of herbs were increas-
ingly criminalized. The medicine that was presented 
as official, with its Western and scientific approach, 
distanced itself from popular knowledge in a move-
ment to devalue and stigmatize traditional healing 
practices. In addition, as the pharmaceutical industry 
advanced, it appropriated this knowledge. It confined 
it in laboratories, compressing it into patented and 
controlled products so that traditional knowledge, 
which had previously been in common and unre-
stricted use, came to be controlled by large compa-
nies. This kind of plundering is still happening today 
in various corners of Brazil, such as with the riverside 
populations of the Amazon. All knowledge is stolen, 
transformed into medicines or cosmetics, and sold to 
the public. Without paying for a patent, without a 
license. Nothing6.

Throughout history, the relationship between 
the pharmaceutical industry and the State has been 
marked by exclusion of popular healing practices. 
This system has not only monopolized the health 
market. Still, it has also fed a cycle of misinformation, 
preventing new generations from learning about the 
properties of plants and herbs, knowing only pharma-
ceutical medicine. The popular processes for dealing 
with health and illness, which were once a source of 
healing and resistance, have been erased. At the same 

time, the pharmaceutical industry has gained prestige 
and power, consolidating itself as the primary form of 
treatment for the population. In general, if a young 
person has a headache, it’s easier to take an analgesic 
pill than chamomile tea, for example.

During and from the First Republic (1889-1930), 
with the gradual urban growth and the emergence of 
favelas, slums, satellite towns, etc., the black and pe-
ripheral population was even more marginalized. Since 
the Land Law, and through the different building codes 
and urban plans, the right to housing was constantly 
denied to these populations, who were forced to live 
in precarious conditions, on hillsides, or in areas far 
from the city center7. Hygienist urban policies, which 
aimed to “cleanse” the city of the low income classes, 
led the poor population to live in places without infra-
structure, access to essential services, and often with-
out contact with green areas or nature.

Over time, the favelas have become real “concrete 
deserts”, where access to land and plants is practically 
non-existent. This exclusion from urban areas and the 
lack of infrastructure have contributed to the pop-
ulation moving away from their traditional healing 
practices, making it increasingly challenging to use 
herbs and medicinal plants, essential for maintaining 
health within these communities. The urban space it-
self, treeless and lacking in greenery, reflects the social 
and cultural exclusion experienced by thousands of 
people.

The cultural and pharmaceutical industries play a 
fundamental role in erasing and replacing traditional 
knowledge. It is believed, through the influence of the 
media and advertising, that the cure lies in pills and 
office/lab coat medicine, associating traditional prac-
tices with something obsolete and ineffective. At the 
same time, the pharmaceutical industry profits from 
misinformation and the exclusion of popular learn-
ings by kidnapping this knowledge and confining it 
in laboratories, where it is patented and transformed 
into expensive products that are inaccessible to most 
of the population - without mentioning here that this 
healing industry is the same one that produces poi-
son and cancer in the world. Is it nonsense or just 
capitalism for a company like Bayer to operate both 
in the market for medicinal cures and poisonous agri-
business?

We can analyze the inequality of access to the ther-
apeutic use of cannabis in Brazil, for example, as a di-
rect reflection of decades of prohibitionist policies that 
have historically criminalized and marginalized the 
black and poor population. While middle-class fam-
ilies - not before much fighting for decriminalization 
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las, and the denial of basic rights such as housing, 
education, and health have also contributed to this 
estrangement. This scenario creates a situation in 
which the herbs and plants that were once sources of 
healing are now disappearing from these places, while 
the pharmaceutical industry profits from illness and 
poverty. There are now more pharmacies and church-
es in the favelas than plants and expressions of other 
religious matrices. Plant!

on the part of their mothers - have access to cannabis 
derivatives through medical prescriptions and judicial 
authorizations, favela residents face barriers ranging 
from a lack of medical care to the risk of criminaliza-
tion and repression during police operations. Even if it 
is legal, families are terrified of being caught with the 
drug. The law changes, but the culture remains.

As the report Planting Health and Reparation 
points out, “the favelas are left with the repression and 
violence generated by the war on drugs, while the ‘as-
phalt’ has access to quality-controlled treatments and 
substances” (MOVIMENTOS, 2023)8. This contrast 
highlights how drug policy in Brazil not only prevents 
equitable access to the therapeutic benefits of mari-
juana but also reinforces historically rooted racial and 
socio-economic inequalities.

Today, the favelas live without greenery, where the 
plants and herbs that were once used for healing and 
benediction are rare. Marijuana, which was historical-
ly cultivated and used for therapeutic, recreational, and 
spiritual purposes, has become an excuse for criminal-
ization and the killing of young people in the periph-
eries. Quality marijuana, which used to be used to treat 
illnesses, now arrives poor in the favelas and is associated 
with drug trafficking and violence. But if you can pay 
R$70 a gram, you can access quality herb; if not, you 
can smoke cannabis that is moldy and full of toxins. 
The removal of herbs, plants, and healing knowledge is, 
therefore, a reflection of the process of exclusion, crimi-
nalization, and silencing of the poorest populations.

However, this removal and appropriation of pop-
ular medicinal knowledge is a deep and complex 
process, marked by public policies that throughout 
history have not only denied the rights of these pop-
ulations but have also suppressed their cultural and 
healing practices. I’ve listed a few arguments here 
without pretending to cover them all or to consider 
that the ones I’ve dealt with here are the main ones. 
The point is that the combination of the prohibition 
of access to land and the criminalization of black 
culture in this country is undoubtedly the route that 
leads to the environmental racism experienced by the 
favelas and peripheries.

The criminalization of drugs and healers, the im-
position of a health system centered on medicine in 
lab coats, exclusionary urbanization, and landowner 
control were strategies aimed at destroying the cultur-
al heritage of these communities in a process that was 
not only one of symbolic violence and domination 
but also of economical and market violence. They 
failed, but a lot of damage was done.

The lack of access to land, the growth of the fave-
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Intersectionality, Drug Use and Policies

HARM REDUCTION AND 
CARE TRAJECTORIES IN THE 
CULTURE OF PROHIBITION

Luana Malheiro

In this article, I invite you to learn the story of Be-
atriz, one of the interlocutors in my research. Bringing 
this character to life in this text will help us debate 
some important issues that we will deal with below, 
which concern crack abuse, and the construction of 
harm control and reduction strategies based on access 
to fundamental rights such as housing and care poli-
cies.

Beatriz is a young black woman who lives in a 
low-income neighborhood in the city of Salvador, 
Bahia. She was a compulsive crack user, and we met 
during an investigation into the trajectories of crack 
use among women, in which I sought to understand 
the mechanisms that trigger compulsive use, as well as 
strategies for developing control1.  In this article, I try 
to reflect on essential questions about trauma process-
es, compulsive crack use, intersectionalities, the right 
to housing, and adherence to the harm reduction cul-
ture of care, based on my dialog with Beatriz.

When I first met her, she looked like she was going 
through a process of intense suffering: she used crack 
compulsively and was in a very abusive relationship 
with her boyfriend. When I accompanied Beatriz sev-
eral times during her use, even though it was just the 
two of us, she would swear that she saw her partner 
coming. Desperate, she would scream: “He’s going to 
kill me, he’s going to beat me up again... I know it”. 
I calmed her down, held her arm tightly, and said: 
“Calm down, it’s just the two of us here. No one is 
coming to kill you.” At the same time as I was say-
ing this, I was reflecting on one of the findings of 

my research: the panic often attributed solely to crack 
use came from a social context of extreme violence 
against bodies like Beatriz’s, crossed by racial and gen-
der violence. We can’t just read this relationship as the 
effect of the drug.

From the research work that inspired this article 
(Malheiro, 2020), when studying the patterns of 
crack use among women with a history of living on 
the streets of Salvador’s Historic Center, it was pos-
sible to understand that racial and gender-based vi-
olence was the gateway to this compulsive use. This 
violence against female crack users was perpetrated by 
public security agents of the Brazilian state, as well as 
by drug dealers, companions, and street colleagues. 
The investigation concluded that the careers of prob-
lematic crack use by women with a history of living 
on the streets and adherence to compulsive use pro-
cesses were related entirely to self-medication of suf-
fering and trauma arising from situations of violence. 
Sexual violence in childhood, escape from abuse in 
the domestic environment, police violence, humili-
ation, and discrimination were the explanations and 
motivations for women to enter a problematic culture 
of use, in order to “forget the pain”2.

Several authors have pointed out the biopsycho-
social and political aspects of drug use (Maté, 2010; 
Malheiro, 2020) and the complexity inherent in re-
flecting on compulsive crack use: this issue cannot be 
interpreted solely in terms of its biomedical or phar-
macological nature. According to Cortês and Metaal 
(2019)3, in a study on illicit markets for smoked co-
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caine (crack) in urban centers in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, there is a strong correlation between 
the socioeconomic context of visible “public” users 
and their social vulnerability. According to the study, 
at an individual level, the practice of smoking cocaine 
often begins when someone experiences disturbing 
and traumatic, and/or violent experiences, such as 
becoming homeless or displaced, losing their job, or 
being released from prison.

Most of the community of crack users studied lived 
in extreme circumstances before they started using 
and resorted to problematic consumption patterns 
as a way of self-medicating or coping with harsh so-
cial realities. According to the study, the lack of social 
services and public health care for people suffering 
various forms of deprivation often explains why they 
end up adopting problematic use. The enormous stig-
ma to which they are subjected leads them to extreme 
marginalization and, ultimately, criminalization in all 
the cases studied.

THE LEGACY OF TRAUMA AND CRACK ABUSE

Beatriz was born out of an unplanned pregnancy, 
the daughter of a woman who used injectable cocaine 
and had difficulty living with her mother because she 
was separated from her in the maternity ward. The 
phenomenon of women who use drugs being denied 
the right to motherhood is an essential violation of 
their rights that continues to be perpetuated from 
an intergenerational perspective. In the dialog with 
women with a history of living on the streets, there 
was an understanding of the violation of rights based 
on the denial of the right to motherhood, which was 
pointed out as a violent factor that led women to start 
abusing crack cocaine.

Beatriz was taken away from her primary bond, her 
maternal mother, which can generate a trauma that 
interferes with any child’s neuromotor development. 
At the age of seven, she began to live with her mother 
and experienced scenes of drug use. Beatriz recounts, 
with some shame, that in her teens, she smoked her 
first crack cocaine with her mother. Bepko4 (1991) 
and others (Harbon and Mazier, 1975; Kaufman and 
Kaufman, 1979; Stanton, 1980) have extensively 
documented the multigenerational transmission of 
drug abuse, warning that care and treatment strate-
gies need to take this intra-family transmission into 
account, especially among female users. In this sense, 
care strategies must start from in-depth listening to 
people’s life experiences and considering their history, 
as well as the dynamics of their identities. According 

to Maté (2010, 2023);

“For a more robust approach to addiction, we need to 
consider not only people’s genes or brain circuits but 
also their real encounters with the world. We need to 
look closely at people’s life experiences.”

Despite the extensive literature that treats compul-
sive drug use as a brain disease, Maté5 (2010, 2023) 
warns of the intrinsically direct relationship between 
drug abuse and the experience of trauma, which is so 
common in an environment in which public policies 
on drugs produce violent connections between state 
agents and the population. Experiencing trauma pro-
duces a self-preservation mechanism: abusing drugs to 
forget the pain and the wound opened by trauma has 
been a recurring phenomenon in vulnerable popula-
tions. According to Maté, inevitably, the most preva-
lent, abusive, and sometimes deadly uses occur among 
populations that have historically suffered trauma.

Beatriz started living on the streets and was the vic-
tim of sexual violations until she met her husband 
and began to suffer violence from a single man. Life 
on the streets forced her to have a relationship with 
just one man who would protect her from the vio-
lence of other men. On several occasions, she report-
ed that she had no choice: being subjected to life on 
the streets meant that she had to have a relationship 
and be known as the “woman of...”

Seeking protection in her relationship, she began to 
suffer various forms of physical and psychological vio-
lence. When he used crack, her partner’s “thing” when 
he was  high was to beat her up. For this reason, one 
of the effects of the drug for her was hearing his voice 
humiliating and insulting her, including the visual hal-
lucination of seeing him coming towards her. During 
our conversations, Beatriz saw herself as a lost wom-
an, a crack user, with no possibility of salvation. The 
multiple traumatic experiences led Beatriz to shame, 
self-hatred, and an increasingly intense use of crack. 
This is one of the results of trauma: it affects how we 
see and act in the world, producing a disconnection 
with ourselves.

In the beginning, compulsive use processes repre-
sent an organism’s defenses against suffering that it 
doesn’t know how to bear. In other words, it is a nat-
ural reaction to unnatural circumstances, an attempt 
to relieve the pain of wounds suffered in childhood 
and stresses endured in adulthood. Bluntly, the cur-
rent drug law and its processes that incite criminaliza-
tion and hatred against people who use drugs favor 
compulsive drug use while at the same time punish-
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ing and taking its resolution to the criminal sphere 
(Maté, 2010).

By building a war against people who use drugs, 
prohibitionism reduces the possibility of developing 
solid and consistent care policies. Repression creates a 
state that punishes, criminalizes, and humiliates black 
and poor populations, producing selectivity in care 
processes. However, we believe that harm reduction is 
an effective response to make paths of life, healing, and 
care in the trajectories of people who use drugs.

HARM REDUCTION AS A PATH OF LIFE IN 
THE CULTURE OF PROHIBITION

During one of her marital fights, Beatriz turned to 
a harm reduction service called Consultório na Rua 
(clinic on the street). The service provides care for 
homeless people and drug users in the public Psycho-
social Care Network, the famous “postinho” in Sal-
vador’s historic center. Through Consultório na Rua, 
Beatriz got to know and be able to access the entire 
care network and harm reduction.

Beatriz became pregnant with her partner’s child 
and started going to the clinic on the street because 
she was afraid that her child would be taken away 
from her. She met the Psychosocial Care Center for 
Alcohol and Other Drugs (Caps AD) and began to 
spend all her time with consultations, workshops, 
psychological support, and harm reduction. I accom-
panied and reflected on her journey of care, treat-
ment, and harm reduction.

Beatriz managed to get rent assistance and finally 
got off the streets. Access to housing was the funda-
mental starting point for organizing all spheres of her 
life and enabled the emergence of control over drug 
use. Being no longer homeless, she realized that she 
was in a toxic relationship with her partner and end-
ed it. She reported how enthusiastic she was about 
adhering to harm reduction strategies and how she 
achieved the goals she and her caregivers had set for 
herself.

The cure for trauma and drug abuse lies in recon-
necting with oneself; this is why harm reduction can-
not be seen and be treated as a one-off strategy for 
delivering supplies: it encourages a deep relationship, 
a dive into the other. The spell of harm reduction 
consists of producing care that values the identity and 
culture of the other, rejecting processes of self-hatred 
and identity transformation. Unlike the models of 
compulsory abstinence or therapeutic communities, 
which require you to abandon who you are, harm re-
duction invites you to take the plunge: you are not 

reduced to your drug use, just as you are not reduced 
to your pain.

One of the greatest perversities of prohibitionism is 
that it produces the belief that people who use crack 
are on a path of no return, that it’s enough to simply 
say no to drugs. On the other hand, harm reduction 
restores complexity and recomposes the belief in a 
culture of care, multiplying possibilities and ways of 
remaking oneself, reconnecting people, relationships 
and cultures.

Beatriz was able to gestate and have the right to 
motherhood. She broke a cycle of violence that 
marked her mother’s life. She was sent to a shelter for 
mothers with newborns, and then, with the help of 
rent assistance, she managed to rent her home where 
she desired: far from the city center.

When I met her again, she was well, smiling and 
holding her son in her arms. She excitedly told me 
how she had managed to overcome her drug abuse 
and revealed her ritual and her great discovery: now, 
she only organized her use on certain weekends. She 
bought two crack rocks and two beers.

FIRST: she puts her son to sleep in another room, 
directs the fan at him, and makes sure he’s asleep. Then 
she cracks open the first beer and hits the rock. And 
what’s the “high”? She goes back into the room and 
makes sure the child is breathing: a natural paranoia 
for any first-time mother, regardless of crack use. Who 
hasn’t woken up their child sleeping so soundly that 
they didn’t even seem to be breathing?

SECOND: once she makes  sure the child is safe, 
she smokes the second stone, puts on a little Bahian 
pagode, and starts dancing. That’s how she under-
stood the possibility of feeling pleasure using crack, 
and she told me about it as if she were revealing a 
great discovery.

What can we learn from this ritual? What can we 
learn from the story told? Beatriz is currently absti-
nent from crack; there is no contradiction between 
harm reduction and abstinence. The point is that ab-
stinence is not an imperative for starting care; it is 
not an imposition to obtain the right to treatment, as 
happens in therapeutic communities.

INTERSECTIONALITY IN CARE AND PUBLIC 
POLICIES

Beatriz’s story teaches us much about intersection-
ality, drug use, and women. The topic of drug use 
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among black women provides elements for reflecting 
on the specificity of this practice in the context of 
a society built on social, racial, sexual, generation-
al, and gender inequalities. Reflecting on drug use 
among women like Beatriz also requires understand-
ing social imaginaries that determine access to stories, 
spaces, services, and policies. It is essential to think 
about intersectionality when considering the field of 
drugs and access to public policies, given that social 
markers are structural elements of social relations.

The concept of intersectionality produces theoret-
ical and practical lenses for understanding care ac-
tions in drug abuse trajectories, considering systems 
of power and domination. This concept comes from 
black feminism and arises from the urgency of naming 
this system of oppression that operates in the global 
dynamics of power and the maintenance of privileges. 
Akotirene (2019) helps us to better understand this 
concept, which comes from critical race theory and 
was coined by African-American intellectual Kim-
berlé Crenshaw (1994)6. According to Akotirene7 
(2019:14):

“Intersectionality aims to give theoretical-methodolog-
ical instrumentality to the structural inseparability 
of racism, capitalism, and cis-hetero patriarchy, pro-
ducers of identitarian avenues where black women 
have been repeatedly affected by the intersection and 
overlapping of gender, race and class, modern colonial 
apparatuses.”

Crenshaw addresses this grand global coalition of 
structures of oppression that communicate, inter-
connect, and interact, presenting a methodology for 
moving through this web. It is also a way of looking 
at the processes of producing access and policies, a 
vision that invites diversity and de-essentialization, to 
train our vision of decolonization, putting into rela-
tion the psychosocial effects of this structure of power 
and domination on the bodies and trajectories of peo-
ple like Beatriz, thus producing problematic drug use, 
among other issues.

Intersectionality is an analytical tool for studying, 
understanding, and responding to the ways in which 
gender intersects with other social, cultural, econom-
ic, identity, and other constructs and how these inter-
sections contribute to a unique experience of oppres-
sion and privilege. It produces a method of looking 
at each person from the understanding that every so-
cial subject and the processes of subjunctivization are 
connected in this social entanglement we call culture, 
producing distinct experiences from their identity: 

this is why harm reduction is such a powerful tool - 
because it uses identity as a tool for care.
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The Roots of Brazil’s Legal Framework 
of Racial Exclusion and Control

FROM SLAVERY TO 
INCARCERATION

Erika Santos and Luan Silva Melo

The epigraph chosen to begin this article denounces 
police violence, racism, and social inequality in Brazil, es-
pecially in the urban peripheries. The excerpt from the 
rap song “Capítulo 4, Versículo 3” by Racionais MC’s uses 
religious intertextuality to construct a manifesto about 
the reality of young black people on the outskirts of São 
Paulo. Although the song uses the data in an artistic way 
without directly explaining the sources of the information 
presented, the figures show a collective perception of the 
violence and racism experienced in the peripheries.

The scenario described is part of the explosion of urban 
violence in the 1980s, driven by the economic recession, 
the advance of globalization, and the rise of neoliberalism, 
which deepened social inequalities in an increasingly ur-
ban Brazil. The line “in Brazilian universities, only 2% of 
students are black” adds a layer of analysis on structural 
exclusion, highlighting the lack of access to rights and op-

portunities for the population most vulnerable to armed 
violence and mass incarceration. As noted by Ermínia 
Maricato, violence is not only expressed in homicides but 
also in the economic, social, cultural, and legal, exclusion 
of the black and peripheral population. According to the 
urban planner:

The novelty brought about by the deepening of pover-
ty in the 1980s was the explosion of urban violence, 
which has unprecedented numbers and dimensions. 
We are referring here to violence expressed through 
crime, in particular homicides, but it is necessary to 
remember that economic, social, cultural, legal and 
environmental exclusion are expressions of violence. 
(Maricato, 1995. p. 42)1. 

To understand the roots of this process, it is essen-

... 60% of young people from the periphery
without a criminal record have already suffered police violence
Three out of every four people killed by the police are black
In Brazilian universities, only 2% of students are black
Every four hours, a young black person dies violently in São Paulo
This is Primo Preto, another survivor...

(CAPÍTULO 4, VERSÍCULO 3 - RACIONAIS MC’S)
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tial to look at the formation of Brazilian society and 
its colonization process, historically structured around 
three pillars of domination (Prado Júnior, 1942)2:

(I) the exploitation of the enslaved workforce, sub-
jecting native peoples, Africans, and their descen-
dants to a regime of extreme violence.
(II) the concentration of land in the hands of white, 
patriarchal elites, restricting access to land and per-
petuating economic inequality.
(III) an economy based on monoculture and ex-
ports geared towards supplying the metropolis, 
consolidating economic dependence.

After almost 300 years, the colonial machinery lost 
its foundation with the abolition of slavery in Brazil3. 
This process was driven by various uprisings and by 
native and black peoples forming quilombo commu-
nities4, which culminated in the strengthening of the 
abolitionist movement. At the same time, the world 
economy was transforming. International productive 
restructuring was marked by the rise of capitalism 
with pressures to implement a new economic mod-
el of production and reproduction of life in society. 
This system was based on the private ownership of the 
means of production and the accumulation of capital 
through the exploitation of salaried workers (Marx, 
1867)5. In this context, the British Empire exerted 
strong pressure for abolition, with the aim of recon-
figuring global trade and enabling the expansion of 
a consumer market that could absorb manufactured 
products from its industries.

In preparation for this process, the landowning 
elites, using the state, created a legal structure of ra-
cial exclusion and control in Brazil to maintain their 
privileges. The transition to free labor in Brazil did 
not mean a break with the logic of labor exploitation 
but rather the reorganization of the mechanisms of 
domination and subordination of the working class, 
especially the black population. Abolition was not ac-
companied by measures to guarantee the socio-eco-
nomic inclusion of the formerly enslaved people, but 
by a set of institutional strategies to maintain the ra-
cial and economic order in force.

One of these strategies was the Land Law of 18506, 
which eliminated land ownership based on occupa-
tion and productive use, restricting access only to 
those who could afford it. This measure prevented the 
newly freed black population from gaining economic 
autonomy, forcing them to continue to be subjected 
to precarious working relationships on the estates. At 
the same time, the state encouraged European immi-

gration7, ensuring that the new jobs were occupied 
primarily by whites while blacks were marginalized 
and kept at the bottom of the social structure. As Fer-
nandes (1965, apud Alemany, 2019. p. 7-8)8 argues, 
this policy consolidated the subordinate inclusion of 
the formerly enslaved people in the industrial reserve 
army, guaranteeing the super-exploitation of the black 
workforce9 in a Brazil that was entering capitalism in 
a peripheral and dependent way. 

According to Baldez (1987, apud Maricato, 1996, 
p.17)10: “there is a perfect articulation between the 
process of extinguishing the captivity of man and the 
subsequent process of enslaving the land”. Maricato 
goes on to point out that this link between access to 
land, work, and colonization consolidated racial and 
urban segregation, creating the “land knot”, which 
reverberates to this day in the production and repro-
duction of space:

The social conflicts that marked the entire 19th century 
reveal the strong and evident relationship between access 
to land, labor, and colonization (Maricato, 1996). [...] 
Land is a knot in Brazilian society... also in the cities. 
Legislation is ineffective when it goes against the inter-
ests of real estate owners or when it comes to social rights 
(Maricato, 2022. p. 149-150)11.

In addition to economic restrictions, the state used 
legal instruments to control the black population 
racially and socially. An example of this is the Penal 
Code of 189012, which expressly13 criminalized ca-
poeira, an Afro-Brazilian cultural practice associated 
with the resistance and organization of former slaves. 
In article 402, capoeira is described as an act of bodily 
dexterity practiced in the streets and public squares, 
primarily when associated with riots and threats. This 
legislation demonstrates how the state not only mar-
ginalized the black population economically but also 
tried to destroy their forms of social and cultural or-
ganization.

The criminalization of capoeira is part of a broad-
er context of repression of Afro-indigenous cultural 
expressions, such as maracatu and afoxés. It extends 
to the prohibition of drugs, which played a crucial 
role in social and racial control in Brazil. The country 
was the first to restrict the use of marijuana by law, 
a stance taken by the Rio de Janeiro City Council, 
and its consumption was associated with enslaved Af-
ricans (Luisa Saad)14 . In Washington, Dória (1915)15 
, a doctor and politician from Bahia, defended the act 
of smoking marijuana as a “pernicious and degenera-
tive vice”, reinforcing a racist narrative that attributed 
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the consumption of the herb to a “revenge by blacks 
against civilized whites”

The rapid transition of Brazilian society from the 
predominance of the countryside to the cities be-
tween the 1930s and the end of the military dicta-
torship, based on the advance of industrialization 
and, consequently, the urbanization process, brought 
new challenges for the elites and their mechanisms of 
domination and social control. This period coincided 
with penal system reforms, consolidating new state 
repression strategies. As Alemany (2019, p. 07) points 
out, “to fulfill this new function, the penal system was 
reformed: military police forces emerged (Fernandes; 
Battibugli; Guerra), the use of correctional prisons 
intensified (Fausto; Teixeira)” (apud Alemany, 2019, 
p. 08).

Repression grew throughout the 20th century, 
especially after the creation of the National Com-
mission for the Supervision of Narcotics (CNFE) in 
1936, linking prohibitionist policies to international 
interests. The prohibitionist discourse, which had al-
ready been used since the 19th century to justify the 
criminalization of marginalized populations, was part 
of a national security logic aligned with US expan-
sionism and the doctrine of social control applied in 
peripheral countries.

This process intensified during the military dicta-
torship (1964-1985), when the state further milita-
rized public security, expanding the power of the mil-
itary police as a repressive force, especially in popular 
territories. The logic of the “internal war”, exported 
from the United States of America (USA) through 
doctrines, as we will see below, against marginalized 
sectors was consolidated through the criminalization 
of poverty and the selective application of the law, 
expanding mass incarceration and police violence as 
strategies of social control.

With the end of the Cold War and the collapse 
of the Soviet Union, the US redefined its enemies, 
shifting the focus from the fight against communism 
to the War on Drugs and state terrorism, guaran-
teeing the maintenance of its geopolitical influence. 
The prohibitionist discourse served as a justification 
for military interventions and control of peripheral 
economies, especially in Latin America, a region his-
torically subordinate to US interests. Initiatives such 
as the Truman Doctrine17 and the National Security 
Doctrine18 reinforced this strategy, promoting a mod-
el of militarized security and state repression. This 
paradigm, exported to Brazil, not only deepened the 
criminalization of the black and peripheral popula-
tion, but also consolidated the penal system as an in-

strument of poverty management and social control.
With the consolidation of this repressive and mil-

itarized logic over the decades, the criminalization of 
poverty and the use of the penal system as a tool of 
social control intensified, culminating in the current 
scenario of mass incarceration. In Brazil, this process 
gained momentum in the first decades of the 21st 
century, when the prison explosions of 2000, 2002, 
and 2005 reflected not only the expansion of the 
state’s repressive apparatus but also the relationship 
between economic cycles and public security policies. 
The transition from Fernando Henrique Cardoso’s 
government to Lula da Silva’s, for example, took place 
in the context of high unemployment rates (13%)19, 
which only began to fall in 2003.

This phenomenon corroborates Wacquant’s 
(2001)20 analysis, which shows how the increase in the 
prison population occurs in parallel with disinvest-
ment in social policies, reinforcing the role of incar-
ceration as a mechanism for containing the margin-
alized classes. The 2006 Drug Law21, which redefined 
the guidelines for the possession and trafficking of 
narcotics, further deepened this situation, strength-
ening penal selectivity and increasing the number of 
people imprisoned for drug-related crimes, predomi-
nantly black and peripheral youths.

In 2006, during President Lula’s first term, the 
government recorded a 4% increase in GDP22, driv-
en by household consumption and commodities on 
the international market23. As a rule of capitalism, the 
distribution of benefits was unequal, and the social 
programs had no impact on the scenario of precar-
iousness and informality in the field of work. David 
Garland24 (2001) argues that the modern state uses 
the penal system to discipline the surplus popula-
tion, especially in periods of exclusionary economic 
growth, where structural inequality is maintained. In 
times of economic development, there is a structural 
need to control and discipline the marginalized class-
es to prevent the expansion of the market from caus-
ing social instability. According to Zaffaroni (2016)25, 
this strategy works as an instrument of domination 
of vulnerable populations, guaranteeing the mainte-
nance of social order within the dependent capitalist 
model. 

The reality denounced in this article’s epigraph, 
taken from the rap Capítulo 4, Versículo 3, by the 
Racionais MC’s, is still current, evidenced by the 
alarming data on state violence and incarceration. 
Data from the 1st Penitentiary Information Report 
202426 reveals that the Brazilian prison system houses 
663,387 people, more than 64% of whom are black 
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and brown, and the Drug Law is responsible for in-
carcerating around 35% of these people, reflecting 
penal selectivity, the instrumentalization of prohibi-
tion in the control and criminalization of poverty.

The trajectory of racial exclusion and repression in 
Brazil shows the continuity of control mechanisms 
that run throughout history, from the Land Law and 
Abolitionist Laws to drug prohibition and mass in-
carceration. Racial profiling and armed violence op-
erate as concrete expressions of this structure, guar-
anteeing the maintenance of social inequality and the 
exploitation of the black and peripheral population. 
Penal selectivity and the strengthening of the state’s 
repressive apparatus not only perpetuate this logic but 
also consolidate the penal system as an instrument for 
managing poverty and containing historically mar-
ginalized sectors. To break this cycle, it is essential to 
understand the intersection between these elements 
and promote policies that effectively tackle the struc-
tural roots of exclusion and institutional racism.
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The day the quilombos lose
the fear of the favelas, that the favelas trust the
quilombos and join the villages, everyone in
confluence, the asphalt will melt!

NÊGO BISPO (2023)1

THE WAR ON DRUGS AS A THREAT 
TO DEMOCRACY IN THE FOREST, 
THE COUNTRYSIDE AND THE CITY

Dudu Ribeiro, Juliana Borges and Nathália Oliveira



[66]

One of the most urgent contemporary challenges 
is certainly to re-energize people for the necessary 
political changes, most of which are urgent and in-
creasingly unavoidable. Otherwise, we will drastical-
ly reduce the ability of a large part of the world’s 
population to survive, and climate catastrophes will 
sweep away entire cities on all continents.

This process of re-enchantment demands the con-
struction of alternatives that confront both state vio-
lence and the extractive dynamics that devastate ra-
cialized bodies and territories. Examples of this are 
the mobilizations against the Temporal Framework 
(Marco Temporal) and the urban occupations against 
forced evictions, local resistances that point the way 
to systemic ruptures. The expansion of consumption 
at a global level, which we have seen over the last thir-
ty years, has occurred in an absurdly disproportionate 
way, where the concentration of wealth exploited to 
maintain the “welfare state”2 for the global north, is 
profited through the blood that flows from the coun-
tries of the south.

The new modeling of the current phase of capi-
talism is advancing as social spending is stifled and 
income concentration increases. The dissolution of 
economic borders between national states has forged 
new forms of domination, promoted by the advance 
of technologies. These impoverish peoples and na-
tions, weaken political systems on behalf of large cor-
porations, and take a deadly toll on the environment, 
at a pace that is leading us towards unsustainability 
and reducing our capacity to reverse the conditions in 
which we find ourselves every day.

In this context, the processes of managing poverty 
and misery in the countries, fostered over decades of 
the war on drugs, are deepening through violence, 
maximizing the use of criminal justice and, in the 
end, the distribution of death itself as a state poli-
cy: when not making people die, letting them die. 
And this supposed “war on drugs” not only generates 
poverty but also operates as a colonial technology of 
territorial and racial control. In the countryside, the 
criminalization of indigenous and quilombola com-
munities paves the way for the advancement of agri-
business, mining, and infrastructure megaprojects. 
In the cities, the discourse of public security serves 
as a pretext for the militarization of the peripheries, 
producing a policy of ethnic cleansing that displaces 
populations and facilitates real estate speculation.

By presenting the concept of necropolitics3, Cam-
eroonian thinker Achille Mbembe has provided an 
updated tool for thinking about how to govern life 
to create economically active bodies and has given 

us another view of the use of technologies to control 
populations. Based on this idea, the permanent risk 
of death will be defined by race. In short, the power 
to dictate who can live and who must die will be a 
condition for state sovereignty. State violence acts as 
a regulator of the possibilities of life, of survival, and 
disproportionately distributes the exercise of citizen-
ship.

In this article, we are interested in exploring the 
idea of the distribution of death as an exercise of state 
power, connecting it to the concept of territory based 
on climate emergencies and their relationship with 
the war on drugs, and trying to think about how en-
vironmental racism is a structuring factor in the pro-
cesses we are addressing. In this sense, it is essential 
to understand that the territory is not only a physical 
space of dispute but also a field of war, in which vi-
olated spaces live the daily life of policies of exter-
mination. The destructive occupation of territories, 
the expropriation of natural resources, unbridled and 
optimized by technological advancement, have led us 
to the global climate crisis. The economies that are 
degrading the planet the most are the same ones that 
are preventing processes from containing the acceler-
ated changes we are going through, which are already 
visible on all continents and are pushing us to update 
new ways of killing, being killed, or letting die.

Thus, the continuity of the genocides that have 
always driven the colonial paths erroneously called 
“development” throughout history are at the heart of 
current projects that deny climate change and inten-
sify the destruction of natural resources and indige-
nous, quilombola, and peripheral territories through 
the imposition of control regimes that criminalize 
any resistance. Under coloniality, capitalist barba-
rism, mass violence, and the overuse of the penal state 
will be intensified and updated. The right to live is 
increasingly reduced. Making local suffering relevant 
and connected to the global process is one of the con-
ditions for creating instruments to contain this path.

According to Mbembe: 

“Colonization as such was not only a technology, nor a 
simple device. (...) It was also a complex, a pyramid of 
certainties, some more illusory than others: the power 
of the false. (...) Accustomed to winning without be-
ing right, it demanded of the colonized not only that 
they change their reasons for living, but also that they 
change their reason - beings in perpetual failure.”

Coloniality is also seen here as continuity, in the ef-
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fects of past colonization that reverberate to this day. 
And also the contemporary forms of coloniality that 
sustain the process of unequal distribution of life op-
portunities at a global level. This continuity manifests 
itself in the management of death as a state policy, 
where racialized populations continue to be preferen-
tial targets for extermination, either through the ad-
vancement of technologies of repression and incarcer-
ation, or through the systematic denial of basic rights, 
such as land, housing and access to natural resources.

In the global south, this logic is updated through 
neoliberal policies that extract wealth and perpetuate 
economic dependence, while imposing militarized 
control regimes over bodies and territories. The war 
on drugs, for example, not only criminalizes periph-
eral and indigenous populations, but also serves as a 
tool of dispossession, paving the way for megaprojects 
and developments that devastate biomes and urban 
communities. Thus, coloniality is not just a remnant 
of the past, but a system that constantly reinvents it-
self to maintain privilege and exploitation.

In 1948, the Third Session of the United Nations 
General Assembly unanimously approved a doc-
ument guided by the need to “affirm the right of a 
human group to exist”. The Convention on the Pre-
vention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide4, 
published on December 9th of that year, recognized 
as such “acts committed with intent to destroy, in 
whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial or reli-
gious group”. Acts such as murder, serious harm to 
physical or mental integrity or the intentional sub-
mission to conditions of existence that cause total or 
partial physical destruction were considered.

However, the restrictive concept adopted by the 
UN left out historical and contemporary processes of 
extermination, especially those practiced against ra-
cialized populations outside the European axis. Black 
and indigenous genocide, for example, continues to 
be treated as a consequence of inequality or structural 
violence, and not as a deliberate project of extermina-
tion operated by states and transnational corporations. 
Brazil ratified the Convention through Decree 30.822 
of May 6, 1952.5

If, on the one hand, the United Nations (UN) starts 
to think of the crime of genocide based on the expe-
rience of the Nazi Holocaust, importing Eurocentric 
characteristics of international criminal justice, it is 
important to highlight the denial of the genocidal 
victimization of black communities in the diaspora, 
of native peoples in the various colonial experiences, 
signaling the violation of European bodies as a unique 
expression of terror and disregarding the expressions 

of black and indigenous suffering in the precepts of 
international justice. It is therefore crucial to recog-
nize how this framing has produced hierarchies of 
suffering. By ignoring the systemic forms of genocide 
practiced against black and indigenous peoples since 
colonialism, international justice reinforces a struc-
ture that denies the right of these groups to name and 
denounce their own annihilation. The homicide rate 
of the black population in Brazil is an example of the 
denial of land rights to indigenous peoples and the 
disproportionate exposure to environmental disasters 
that are contemporary expressions of this process.

In this context, in several countries at the center 
of capitalism, strong ultraconservative discourses and 
the rise of fascist governments are emerging, as well 
as coups against democracy in several countries in the 
global south, and the intensification of control and 
surveillance through data management and facial rec-
ognition. A type of monitoring that not only deepens 
inequalities but also redefines the targets of the penal 
state. In urban peripheries and indigenous territo-
ries, the use of these technologies is combined with 
militarization, consolidating genocide as an updated 
population management project. This process rede-
signs power in the world at a time when the planet is 
counting down the days to guarantee human survival.

The struggle for climate justice, by demanding that 
all people have the right to live in a safe and healthy 
environment, clashes directly with policies that per-
petuate the extermination of racialized populations 
and the destruction of their territories. Environmen-
tal racism and the war on drugs not only generate 
environmental inequalities, but also selectively dis-
tribute precariousness and death. Increasingly intense 
climate disasters are less “natural” than they seem: 
they are the direct consequence of political and eco-
nomic decisions that sacrifice peoples and territories 
in the name of accumulation.

Faced with this scenario, we cannot reduce our-
selves to palliative demands that seek only to soften 
the impacts of environmental collapse. We need to 
demand climate justice from a counter-colonial per-
spective, which recognizes the role of black, indige-
nous and peripheral peoples not just as victims, but as 
producers of knowledge and resistance. The concept 
of counter-colonization offers us a horizon for action, 
as it places us in the re-signification of the cultural 
matrices of the peoples who resist, anchoring their 
struggle in the preservation of their cosmovisions, 
practices and ways of life.

Quilombolas and indigenous retakings and peripher-
al insurgencies are concrete expressions of this count-
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er-colonization. They not only claim permanence and 
self-determination in historically invaded and exploited 
territories but also propose other ways of organizing life 
that break with colonial, capitalist and necropolitical 
logic. The fight for climate justice, in this sense, cannot 
be dissociated from the fight against racial extermina-
tion, land demarcation and the deconstruction of the 
penal state.

If the hegemony of capitalism seems inescapable, 
we need to expand our capacity for inventiveness and 
political creativity. Instead of restricting ourselves to 
the institutional tools that have historically served to 
maintain inequalities, we need to build new strategies, 
alliances and forms of existence that escape the logic 
of domination. Climate justice, when thought of from 
the perspective of counter-colonial resistance, ceases 
to be a mere adjustment of damages and becomes a 
radical demand for another world - a world where sur-
vival is not a privilege, but a non-negotiable right.
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THERE IS NO CLIMATE JUSTICE 
WHILE THERE IS AN ONGOING WAR 
AGAINST PLANT-BASED DRUGS

The International Coalition For Drug 
Policy Reform and Environmental Justice

This paper is dedicated to the 
communities and landscapes 
caught in the crossfire of two 
interconnected crises: global 
drug prohibition & the climate 
emergency.
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The global prohibition of plant-based drugs (coca/
cocaine, opium, cannabis, and others) is an econom-
ic and political system that is causing environmental 
devastation and human rights violations all along 
the international supply chain. 

The so-called ‘war on drugs’ is, in reality, a war on 
people and on the planet, harming vulnerable com-
munities across critical forest regions–from the Am-
azon basin, to Colombia’s Pacific coast, to Central 
America’s Moskitia region and Mexico’s Lacandon 
Biosphere Reserve–these and many other regions 
have become sites of dispossession, daily environ-
mental violence, biodiversity loss and rapacious ex-
tractivism.

Decades of efforts by forest dwellers and their allies 
in the climate and conservation communities have 
focused on saving these forested homelands, which 
are not only central to rural livelihoods but crucial 
for capturing carbon and mitigating climate change. 
But the drug war is systematically undermining 
these efforts. To date, however, the much-needed re-
peal and reform of drug prohibition has been absent 
from the climate agenda. 

While there is international consensus from many 
governments, UN agencies and civil society in sup-
porting climate governance, sustainable land use, 
Indigenous land rights, and biodiversity protection, 
none of these goals can be achieved until the wider 
environmental movement acknowledge the multiple 
ways that drug prohibition is a driver of territorial 
violence, and environmental harm, and a barrier to 
delivering climate justice. 

The silence and non-engagement of environmen-
tal NGOs headquartered in the UK, Europe and 
North America has been especially detrimental.  
These NGOs in the Global North are ideally posi-
tioned to incorporate drug policy analysis and re-
forms into their platforms. They have the privilege of 
distance from the everyday violence and corruption 
that characterizes the many forest frontiers around 
the world that are controlled by drug trafficking 
groups. It is incumbent on them  to leverage their 
resources and political capital  to shoulder the risk 
of articulating these connections and promoting de-
bate on reform. Vulnerable frontline communities–
from peasant groups to Indigenous nations–cannot 
be left to speak out alone.  

The ways that drug prohibition undermines cli-
mate goals are well-established. Drug production 
and trafficking naturally gravitates to remote regions 
that are easier to occupy and control, and harder to 
police. This dynamic pushes cartel activity into re-

gions - often national parks and indigenous lands. 
The tougher the enforcement - whether militarised 
policing, multilateral anti-smuggling interdiction 
operations, or  aerial eradication of drug crops with 
toxic herbicides -  the further into these regions car-
tel activity is pushed, and the greater the destruction.

That’s because the vast illegal profits the drugs 
trade generates are laundered in agribusiness and ex-
tractive industries. Drug profits have become the in-
vestment bank for unsustainable frontier businesses,  
from cattle ranching, palm oil plantations, logging 
enterprises, and mining. These drug-capitalized en-
terprises can be legal or illegal; what matters is that 
they are rapidly expanding at the expense of Indig-
enous peoples, smallholding farmers, and biodiver-
sity. 

Areas controlled by organised crime groups–such 
as cocaine production regions in Amazonia and traf-
ficking routes through Central America –are invari-
ably characterized by high rates of deforestation, In-
digenous and smallholder dispossession, and brutal 
violence. Such conditions   are the opposite of the 
conditions required to reduce rural vulnerabilities 
and build community resilience to climate change 
and biodiversity loss. 

The UNODC and some conservation groups have 
highlighted the role of organized crime groups in de-
forestation globally. But their analysis only tells half 
the story. Their default conclusion is to advocate for 
more militarised enforcement to contain organized 
crime. This would be catastrophic, as it is enforce-
ment itself that continually drives criminal groups 
deeper into the forest frontier. Further, identifying 
the organised criminal groups as the problem dis-
tracts attention from the political choice and legal 
system that empowers and enriches them: drug pro-
hibition. 

As long as there is demand for them, prohibiting 
a commodity does not make it disappear. . Instead, 
control of their production and supply simply de-
faults to organised crime groups unburdened by 
institutional and legal constraints, such as market 
regulation and tax. The enormous profits that pro-
hibited drugs generate provide the means to corrupt 
and coerce police, judiciary, civic institutions and 
politicians, eliminating threats to the expansion of 
their business interests. As a result, organised crime 
groups can achieve de facto capture of state insti-
tutions across entire regions and ecosystems,  and 
control over officials entrusted to protect people and 
resources, who instead  promote and maintain the 
destructive illicit drug trade.  
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They will, for example, divest from forest pro-
tection programs and wildfire response units, while 
acquiescing to extractive industry developments and 
infrastructure projects, like dams and highways. 

Drug prohibition has not only failed to eradicate 
or meaningfully curtail the drug trade, but has in-
stead, super-charged it. Despite the billions spent on 
enforcement, and millions of acres of coca crops de-
stroyed. According to information provided by the 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime in the 
2024 World Drug Report, in 2023, Colombia sur-
passed the number of hectares of coca ever cultivat-
ed in any country, 253,000 hectares . Peru in 2022, 
similarly had the highest coca cultivation figure ever 
reported at the national level: 95,008 hectares, with 
a continuous growth of 8 years, since 2015.

At a time when we urgently need integrated pol-
icies that strengthen planetary health, and curtail 
rampant extractivism of critical regions key to our 
climate future - key actors are dragging their feet be-
cause of stigma. Failing to act in solidarity with peo-
ple on the front lines of two interconnected crises; 
Drug Prohibition & the Climate Emergency - will 
affect us all.

The International Coalition For Drug Policy Re-
form and Environmental Justice was established  
to ‘join the dots’ between these intersecting crises. 
There is urgent need for strong and coordinated 
multidisciplinary leadership from for organizations 
and individuals  able to challenge the prevailing in-
transigence and lead the debate on policy solutions 

WHAT ARE THE ALTERNATIVES?

Regulation of currently illegal drugs is a com-
plex challenge, one that needs to carefully manage 
the multiple intersecting policy areas and some-
times conflicting interests of different communities 
around the world. For many political actors the idea 
of regulating drugs such as cocaine may feel deeply 
threatening - yet the realities of rising use and pro-
hibition’s generational failure demand a meaningful 
exploration of the options. The only alternative is to 
continue fighting a futile and endless war on drugs 
and accept the chaos and destruction it inevitably 
brings. 

The choice is a responsibly regulated market, or 
leaving cartels in control; there is no third option 
where the market magically disappears. 

Fortunately, there is extensive scholarship and ex-
pertise in regulating risky products and behaviours in 
different environments, and examples of good prac-

tice across the world for how agriculture and emerg-
ing industries can be managed in ways that prioritise 
public health, good governance, human rights, fair 
trade, responsible environmental stewardship - and 
sustainable development more broadly. The obsta-
cles are political - not practical; legal coca markets 
have been successfully established in Bolivia and 
other Andean countries, and established models also 
exist for cocaine production for medical use. Neither 
are associated with the violence, corruption or en-
vironmental destruction of the parallel illegal trade. 

There is an opportunity, indeed a necessity, to 
ensure environmental stewardship and indigenous 
rights are centered in what must be a just transition, 
with participation of impacted communities in de-
sign and implementation of new frameworks. It is 
critical to ensure the iniquities of the war on drugs 
are not replicated in new forms, by designing a regu-
latory architecture that prevents monopolisation and 
capture by transnational corporate interests; ensures 
equitable participation in and enjoyment of the bene-
fits of emerging markets; and the includes a reparative 
dimension - helping to support and lift up communi-
ties disproportionately harmed by the war on drugs, 
leaving no one behind. Public debates are already pro-
gressing apace, with legislation being proposed in na-
tional parliaments and pilot projects being developed 
and implemented in multiple jurisdictions. 

The tide is turning.There is  growing public and 
institutional support for much needed transforma-
tional change; in 2024 both The UN Office for the 
High Commissioner on Human Rights, and Amnes-
ty international both adopted bold reform positions 
supporting the transition away from the war on 
drugs to responsibly regulated drug markets. There 
is an urgent need for other social and environmental 
voices to show the same leadership.   

“ Amnesty International is calling on States to adopt 
new models of drug control that put the protection of 
people’s health and other human rights at the centre. 
This should include the decriminalization of the use, 
possession, cultivation and acquisition of drugs for 
personal use, and the effective regulation of drugs to 
provide legal and safe channels for those permitted to 
access them“1

Drug reforms need to be designed with multi 
stakeholder engagement and promote a multi spe-
cies perspective. Creating a future that vigorously 
promotes indigenous rights,, agroecology and land 
justice to deliver climate justice. 
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THE INTERNATIONAL COALITION 
FOR DRUG POLICY REFORM AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL  JUSTICE is a network of more 
than 50 advocates, academics, activists, journalists, 
filmmakers and artists from over a dozen countries that 
unite to address the role of drug  prohibition policies in 
the climate and socio environmental crisis. 
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