REVIEW

Chicoine N. Irresponsible Use of Speculative Public Health Estimates to Justify Drug
Interdiction in the US. BCPHR. 2025;March 2025(90). doi:10.54111/001¢.146318

Boston Congress of Public Health Review - 2025-Present

Irresponsible Use of Speculative Public Health Estimates to Justify
Drug Interdiction in the US

Nicholas Chicoine'

T College of Medicine, California Northstate University
Keywords: drug smuggling, drug trafficking, drug interdiction
https://doi.org/10.54111/001¢.146318

Boston Congress of Public Health Review (BCPHR, Formerly HPHR)
Vol. March 2025, Issue 90, 2025

As public sentiment for drug interdiction as a means of combatting drug use in America
wanes, the US government and its federal law enforcement agencies are turning to
statistics to assert the public health benefits of seizing illicit substances. Particularly,
these entities are quantifying a hypothetical number of lives saved and new users
prevented according to the amount of drugs seized per interdiction. These numbers are
striking and appear to show a significant positive public health benefit. However, the
methods used to calculate the statistics are never revealed. Additionally, when analyzed
based on current publicly available data, the statistics don’t seem to be reasonable
estimations. This paper focuses on an analysis of some publicly disseminated statistics of
lives saved and new users prevented after recent seizures to determine their validity. This
analysis is followed by a discussion of the potential harms of spreading false public
health statistics related to drug interdiction.

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the late 1900s and the early 2000s, the Amer-
ican public viewed interdiction as in important means of
curtailing drug use,! and spending on the Drug War has
exceeded one trillion dollars.2 However, over the past 2
decades, public sentiment has changed; new data shows
that Americans support legalizing drugs and eliminating
law enforcement efforts in favor of public health ap-
proaches to treating drug addiction.3 Despite that change,
interdiction continues to be hailed today as an important
means of saving lives, most prominently by the US govern-
ment and its primary operatives of the Drug War. The spe-
cific assertion that we are “saving lives” remains prominent
in the current discourse, possibly spurred by a need to jus-
tify continued law enforcement efforts to a public losing
its appetite for drug interdiction. Considering this poten-
tial ulterior motive, should we believe the statistics we hear
about the number of lives we are saving through massive
investments in drug interdiction? After all, according to
Alene Kennedy-Hendricks, Johns Hopkins University health
policy expert, “We don’t have any method I'm aware of for
translating drug seizure data into any measure of overdose
deaths reported.” Can we even be sure that we are, in fact,
saving lives?

In the following paragraphs I will review recent examples
of the government and federal law enforcement agencies
justifying drug interdiction efforts by attempting to quan-
tify their public health effects. These examples will demon-
strate the two main statistical methods utilized to deter-
mine this effect: calculating the number of lives saved and
the number of new users denied drug access. I will then

discuss why these estimates are inherently inaccurate and
misleading. Finally, I will discuss why the dissemination of
these fictitious statistics is inherently dangerous to public
health and propose remedies to this problem.

THE CURRENT RHETORIC: EXAGGERATED
ESTIMATES OF PUBLIC HEALTH EFFECTS OF
DRUG INTERDICTION

The Trump Administration has consistently highlighted
major wins in the interdiction sphere. In April 2025, Attor-
ney General Pam Bondi touted the success of drug interdic-
tion efforts undergone so far in Trump’s second presidency,
claiming that Department of Justice agencies seized more
than 22 million fentanyl pills during Trump’s first 100 days
in office. And, according to Bondi, these seizures saved 258
million lives.5

The comment by Bondi is far from an isolated example
of the government highly exaggerating the public health ef-
fect of drug seizures. In February 2025, during a hearing of
the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation Com-
mittee, Shannon Kelly of the Office of National Drug Con-
trol Policy stated: “Seized drugs represent lives saved —
they are fatal overdoses that never happened, and profits
that drug traffickers never received. Seizing dangerous and
addictive substances, like fentanyl, cocaine, methampheta-
mine, and heroin, also is a critical component of preventing
illicit drug use and substance use disorder in American cit-
izens.”®

This rhetoric has also been used perennially by federal
law enforcement agencies. The Coast Guard, an agency of
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the Department of Homeland Security, began its drug in-
terdiction operations in in 1973.7 It is considered the “lead
federal agency for drug interdiction on the high seas.”8 The
Coast Guard has conveyed statistics such as these not only
to the media but also to Congress. During a hearing on
Western Hemisphere Drug Interdiction Operations before
the House Coast Guard Maritime Transportation Subcom-
mittee, Vice Admiral Daniel Abel testified that:

Over the past five years, Coast Guard cutters and air-
craft have removed more than 871 mt of high-purity
cocaine from at sea, with a wholesale value of approx-
imately $26 billion. That equates to tremendous social
and economic impacts, potentially preventing as many
as 5,200 to 9,500 cocaine-related overdose deaths,
480,000 to 9.9 million new U.S. cocaine users, and the
introduction of up to 67,000 U.S. drug-related offenders
to the penal system, saving up to $2 billion in costs
of inmate care, and potentially preventing as many as
33,000 violent murders in Mexico and Central Amer-
ica.?

Other federal law enforcement agencies also use similar
rhetoric to describe their interdiction operations. This in-
cludes the Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA), the organiza-
tion responsible for the fentanyl seizures that Bondi ref-
erenced as having saved millions of lives.> The DEA’s
self-proclaimed mission includes “enhancing public
health.”10 Just a month after Bondi made the aforemen-
tioned Cabinet meeting remarks, the DEA made a record-
breaking seizure of 2.7 million fentanyl pills. Regarding this
seizure, DEA Acting Administrator Robert Murphy stated,
“Behind the three million fentanyl pills we seized are de-
structive criminal acts thwarted, and American lives saved.
This wasn’t just a bust—it was a battlefield victory against a
terrorist-backed network pumping death into our cities.”11

WHY REPORTED STATISTICS ON PUBLIC
HEALTH EFFECTS OF DRUG INTERDICTION ARE
INACCURATE

As demonstrated by the comments discussed in the previ-
ous section, statistics on the public health effects of drug
interdiction tend to fall into two major categories: esti-
mates of the number of lives saved and the number of new
users denied drug access. There are other statistics used in
the public discourse such as healthcare and incarceration
costs averted. However, an analysis of these other statistics,
although important, is beyond the scope of this paper.

I will now identify estimates from the previous section
that fall into the two main categories and analyze why
those estimates are inaccurate.

1. ESTIMATES OF THE NUMBERS OF LIVES
SAVED

I will first analyze Attorney General Pam Bondi’s claim that
258 million lives were saved because 22 million fentanyl
pills were seized before reaching consumers. Although it is
unclear if this was definitely her intention, I will assume

that she is referring to overdose deaths prevented when
quantifying lives saved. According to the DEA, two mil-
ligrams of fentanyl can be a lethal dose depending on body
size, with 42% of fentanyl pills containing this amount.!2
Therefore, assuming 42% of the 22 million fentanyl pills
seized contained a lethal dose, approximately 9 million
deaths would theoretically be prevented — much less than
the 258 million deaths predicted. Additionally, tolerance
to fentanyl is likely increasing!3; thus, the assumed lethal
dose may be an underestimation for users.

The 9 million calculated here may also be an overesti-
mation because fentanyl is not necessarily consumed in the
form in which it is trafficked. For example, fentanyl can
be diluted with substances such as baking soda to increase
quantity. Alternatively, other drugs may be laced with fen-
tanyl to enhance consumer experience.!4

It is also important to remember that not all overdoses
are fatal. In fact, one study looking at CDC data from
2010-2020 estimated that overdoses were 15 times more
likely to be non-fatal than fatal.l> Using this number, we
can estimate that the 9 million overdoses calculated would
be fatal in just over 1 million cases.

Although 1 million deaths is considerably less than the
258 million identified by Bondi, it is still a significant over-
estimation considering actual public health data collected
by the CDC. Fentanyl-related overdose deaths were 48,422
in 2024.16 Considering that there were fewer than 1 million
overdose fatalities last year, it becomes apparent that using
a calculation of the number of lethal doses cannot accu-
rately predict the number of fatal overdoses. This is because
a far greater amount of fentanyl is likely consumed each
year in the US than the amount of the drug that is inter-
dicted. This assertion is supported by current estimates; for
example, it is believed that only 10% of illicit drugs smug-
gled through official ports of entry are interdicted.1” There-
fore, it is reasonable to expect that far more fentanyl is pre-
sent within the US than the 22 million pills interdicted in
this seizure — which would threaten the entire country.

So, why isn’t the entire population of the United States
at risk of a fentanyl fatality? This is because fentanyl pills
are consumed by only a small fraction of the population.
While estimates of fentanyl use can be difficult to obtain,
according to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Ser-
vices Administration, the 686,000 people in the US used il-
legally made fentanyl (IMF) in 2022.18 If less than 1 million
people are using IMF in the first place, Bondi’s estimated
258 million deaths would be impossible.

The Coast Guard has also used estimates of lives saved
to support their cocaine interdictions. However, it usually
claims to have saved a much more modest and seemingly
reasonable number of people than Bondi did. For example,
Vice Admiral Abel also claimed that the interdiction of 871
mt of cocaine potentially saved up to 9,500 lives.

Because the lethal dose of cocaine is variable,!? it can
be more difficult to evaluate the potential number of lives
saved lived for cocaine interdictions. But, when looking
strictly at the ratio of cocaine deaths per year to the amount
of cocaine smuggled via non-commercial maritime routes,
the Coast Guard’s numbers seem to be plausible. Based
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on the assertions of Vice Admiral Abel, the Coast Guard’s
seizures prevent deaths at a rate of approximately .01 per-
son per kilogram of cocaine interdicted from non-commer-
cial maritime routes. This statistic is different than the ra-
tio of actual cocaine-related overdose deaths to the known
amount of cocaine successfully smuggled via non-commer-
cial maritime routes. CDC data from FY 2021 to 2023 shows
a total of 82,888 cocaine-related deaths over this period.l®
20 Because the estimated non-commercial maritime co-
caine flow during this period was approximately 7,924 mt
of cocaine, and the removal rate of this cocaine flow was
estimated at 3.71,21 we can calculate that approximately
293,980 kg of cocaine was successfully smuggled via this
route. With 82,888 cocaine-related overdose deaths and ap-
proximately 293,980 kg of cocaine successfully smuggled
we can calculate a rate of .28 deaths per kilogram of cocaine
smuggled - a value much greater than the one used by the
Coast Guard. Therefore, it seems as though the Coast Guard
provides us with an underestimation of the value of its drug
interdiction efforts. That the Coast Guard would intention-
ally use conservative calculations when touting the effec-
tiveness of its services is unlikely, and it is more proba-
bly that the Coast Guard is simply using different values or
methods than I am here. This highlights the general lack of
transparency in statistical methodology.

So, does this mean that the Coast Guard is being more
responsible with its calculation of the number of lives saved
to justify its drug interdiction efforts? In general, it is likely
still misleading to characterize seizures based on lives
saved. This is because there may be unforeseen secondary
effects of interdiction efforts that lead to an increased
number of overdose deaths, even if some cocaine-related
deaths are hypothetically prevented. For example, multiple
studies have found positive spatiotemporal correlations be-
tween drug seizure activity and drug overdose deaths.22.23
In other words, the location and timing of drug overdose
deaths are correlated with drug seizures. Additionally, re-
searchers have successfully utilized an agent-based model
called “NarcoLogic” to help prove that interdiction leads to
greater spatial proliferation and resiliency of drug traffick-
ing.24 Therefore, it is possible that the Coast Guard’s efforts
are aiding in the long-term success of the flow of cocaine
towards the US and, thus, contributing to an increase in fu-
ture cocaine-related overdose deaths.

2. ESTIMATES OF THE NUMBER OF NEW USERS
PREVENTED

The Coast Guard has also maintained that cocaine seizures
help to prevent new users of the drug from gaining access.
I will now revisit Vice Admiral Abel’s claim that the seizure
of 871 mt potentially prevented the addition of 480,000 to
9.9 million new users. The assertion that nearly 10 million
new users were denied access by a seizure of a fractional
amount of the cocaine smuggled into the US is implausi-
ble when considering that, according to the 2019 National
Survey on Drug Use and Health, only 5 million people ages
12 and older reported cocaine use in the past year.25 Is the
lower estimate of 480,000 new users a more realistic value?

That estimate would insinuate a rate of approximately 0.6
new users of cocaine per kilogram of cocaine successfully
smuggled by non-commercial vessels in maritime transit
zones. This rate is also unlikely considering historical data;
in 2019 there were a total of 671,000 new users (ages 12 and
up) of cocaine.25

That same year, Coast Guard data showed a 9.3 percent
removal rate for cocaine from non-commercial vessels in
maritime transit zones and a total of 207.9 mt of cocaine
removed.26 That means that approximately 2,235 mt of
cocaine evaded the Coast Guard. With that information,
we can then calculate a 2019 rate of approximately 0.3
new users per kilogram of cocaine successfully smuggled by
non-commercial vessels in maritime transit zones — a value
that is half the value potentially used by the Coast Guard.

HOW FLAWED STATISTICS ARE SHAPING
CURRENT US FOREIGN POLICY

One need look no further than the current lethal strikes on
alleged drug smuggling vessels to understand the signifi-
cance these flawed statistics can have in shaping US for-
eign policy. After designating drug trafficking organizations
as “foreign terrorist ogranizations,” the Trump administra-
tion has killed at least 37 people in targeted strikes on al-
leged drug-smuggling vessels in international waters. The
legal justification for these lethal strikes is the same as that
used by the Bush administration to initiate the war on ter-
ror — we are in a war on drugs, an actual “armed conflict”
with cartels.2” In fact, the US Secretary of Defense, Pete
Hegseth, recently claimed, “Just as al-Qaida waged war on
our homeland, these cartels are waging war on our border
and our people.”28

In support of these measures, President Trump recently
proclaimed, “Every boat that we knock out, we save 25,000
American lives, so every time you see a boat and you feel
badly you say, ‘Wow, that’s rough’: It is rough, but if you
lose three people and save 25,000 people.”29 Again, we are
not given any indication as to how 25,000, the number of
lives saved, was calculated. Moreover, there has been no ev-
idence disclosed that those killed in these strikes were, in
fact, smuggling drugs.2?

From a social justice perspective, those from less-priv-
iledged Central and South American nations must bear the
negative consequences of our irresponsible statistical
analysis. They do not have the capability to hide from the
wrath of the US military might. Colombia’s President Gus-
tavo Petro recently decried the loss of Alejandro Carranza,
who he claims was a fisherman executed in one of the re-
cent strikes. This claim was also supported by family and
friends.30 To the US, individuals like Carranza are accept-
able casualties of our pursuit to prevent drugs from reach-
ing our shores.

DISCUSSION

The effectiveness of drug interdiction has been debated for
decades, and the purpose of this paper is not to evaluate
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all arguments for or against interdiction operations. Rather,
this paper calls into question the validity of data currently
being used to support interdiction operations. Quantifying
the hypothetical benefit of drug interdiction could be seen
as an attempt to counter changing public opinion about
the effectiveness of the Drug War. However, the public and
our representatives cannot draw truly informed conclusions
about drug interdiction without accurate statistics.

It is important to note that a limitation of this paper’s
analysis is that the assumptions and values that the gov-
ernment uses to calculate the statistics in question are not
cited or demonstrated to the public. Additionally, the his-
torical CDC data employed in my calculations may underes-
timate the true lethality of the drug problem due to under-
reporting.3! However, a review of historical data provides
evidence that many of the hypothetical statistics are in-
accurate and overstate the contributions of drug interdic-
tion on improving public health. As shown earlier, data has
begun to show that drug interdiction may, in fact, lead to
more drug-related overdoses. Thus, it is immoral to tout ac-
tivities as being certainly “life-saving” when they may lead
to potential harms that are not yet fully explored. And, it is
especially immoral to use shaky estimates to justify taking
the lives of alleged drug smugglers.

The true relevancy of this paper is to invoke thoughtful
consideration as to the truth and potential motives behind
statistics representing the estimated public health benefits
of drug seizures. As stewards of the public trust, I would
urge the US government and its federal law enforcement
agencies to disseminate such statistics responsibly. It is im-
portant that we, as a nation, have accurate data to aid in

our quest to find a successful approach to reducing drug-
overdose fatalities in America. The success of drug interdic-
tion operations should be measured solely by the quantity
of drugs interdicted rather than debatable estimates based
on fragile assumptions. It would also be appropriate for the
government and its operatives to highlight its hope that the
seizures will have a significant public health impact, with-
out quantifying it specifically. However, if those statistics
are to be used, the public deserves to know how they are be-
ing calculated.
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