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BY DUDLEY ALTHAUS
Houston Chronicle

CIUDAD NEZAHUALCOYOTL, Mexico — Tangled in the front-line
trenches of Mexican President Felipe Calderon’s anti-narcotics
campaign are the country’s growing legions of addicts, who find
themselves sought by gangsters as customers and sometime targets
of their violence.

Cheap and plentiful narcotics have flooded the country as producers
and traffickers have sought to open new markets for cocaine, heroin,
methamphetamine and other drugs.

And the gangland violence, which has killed thousands, has also
targeted addicts and rehab workers. At least 43 in the past 13
months have been killed in attacks on drug rehab centers in Ciudad Juarez, across the border from El
Paso.

After years of cracking down on gangsters, Calderon has turned at least some attention to prevention
and treatment.

Using money seized from drug traffickers, his administration has in the past year opened more than
300 drug rehab centers, some in small farm towns.

That growing focus on treatment dovetails with that of the Obama administration, which has shifted
more resources to prevention and treatment as well.

U.S. officials are providing Mexico with treatment techniques and helping set up so-called drug courts in
which offenders are offered supervised rehabilitation instead of jail time.

"Things that the Mexican government wants and asks for we are very happy to provide," Thomas
McLellan, the new deputy U.S. drug czar, said during a visit to Mexico City last week. "It’s in our
interest to do so."

Physician Francisco Ramirez is director of a municipal rehab center in Nezahualcoyotl, a one-time slum
turned working-class city of about 1.5 million people at the eastern edge of Mexico’s capital.

His center is one of more than 1,700 that have sprung up nationwide as narcotics abuse and addiction
exploded in the past decade.

"Mexico used to be a transit place, the trampoline. Now it’s a consumer country," he said. "The drug of
choice here is cocaine. It’s easier to buy crack here than it is marijuana."

Officials estimate that 600,000 Mexicans have become dependent.

While still a fraction of those in the U.S., where experts estimate that 22 million people are narcotic-
dependent, Mexico’s addicts have nearly doubled in number in just five years, officials say.

"Friends consume, parents consume, brothers consume," German Hernandez, one of four staff
psychologists at the Nezahualcoyotl center said. "It’s become a cultural issue."
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