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Cocaine use: the largest 
global study ever undertaken 

Between 1992 and 1994 the 
World Health Organization 
(WHO), in association with the 

United Nations Interregional Crime 
and Justice Research Institute (UNI
CRI) undertook the largest global 
study on cocaine use ever. Informa
tion was collected from 22 cities in 
19 countries about how cocaine and 
other coca leaf derivatives are used, 
who uses them, what effects they 
have on the users and the community, 
and how governments have respon
ded to the cocaine problem. 

From the coca leaf chewers of the 
Andes to the crack smokers in New 
York and Lagos, from cocaine injec
tors in Sao Paulo and San Francisco 
to cocaine sniffers in Sydney and 
Cairo, all aspects of the problem 
have been tackled by the many 
research workers from various 
countries who took part in the study. 

This project, launched in 1991 by 
the WHO Programme on Substance 
Abuse in collaboration with UNI-
CRI, was designed to collect as much 

tion and intensity of use, the reasons 
for using cocaine and any associated 
problems that users experience. 
Generally, cocaine users consume a 
range of other drugs as well. 

Cocaine users were found in all 
regions of the world, both in urban 
and rural settings. Whereas global 
use was far more extensive than 
expected, only a small percentage of 
cocaine users have come into contact 
with treatment services. 

The study reveals that the snort
ing of cocaine hydrochloride is by far 
the most popular use of coca prod
ucts worldwide, while the smoking 
of coca paste and crack, and the 
injection of cocaine hydrochloride 
tend to be found among the minority 
of the socially marginalized and 
cause the greatest harm. The tradi
tional use of coca leaf is still wide
spread among some indigenous 

information as possible on cocaine a 
use from a selection of countries C 0 C "., 
around the world and to investigate · ··' ' 
the effectiveness of policies and 
strategies which address cocaine
related problems. 

Four categories of countries were 
selected for the study: those which 
grow coca and now have cocaine
related problems, those which do not 
grow it but have substantial numbers 
of users and cocaine-related prob
lems, those where cocaine use is not 
so widespread but is already on the 
increase, and those where cocaine 
use as yet presents no problem. 

One of the main conclusions of 
the study is that there is no "average 
cocaine user" : there is an enormous 
variety in the types of people who 
use cocaine, the amount of drug 

populations in Argentina, Bolivia, 
northern Chile, Ecuador, and Peru, as 
well as some groups in Brazil and 
Colombia. 

Researchers from the study rec
ommend that education, treatment 
and rehabilitation programmes need 
to be strengthened and expanded to 
complement law enforcement mea
sures. It is anticipated that the infor
mation gathered from this study will 
be used to develop more effective 
educational and preventive pro
grammes. Another recommendation 
they make is to ensure that the co
caine problem is taken into account 
by all governments within the ex
panded national strategies for drug 
abuse control and in health plans. 

The report of the study will be 
made available after careful peer 
review by a group of independent 
experts. • 
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