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It’s not a miracle or perfect solution. But if the U.S. could achieve Portugal’s death rate from 
drugs, we would save one life every 10 minutes. We would save almost as many lives as are now 
lost to guns and car accidents combined. 

This issue is personal to me, because my hometown in rural Oregon has been devastated by 
methamphetamines and, more recently, by opioids. Classmates have died or had their lives 
destroyed; my seventh-grade crush is now homeless because of her addictions. 

Many people are also coming to Portugal to explore what a smarter, health-driven approach 
might look like. Delegations from around the world are flying to Lisbon to study what is now 
referred to as the “Portuguese model.” 

“This is the best thing to happen to this country,” Mario Oliveira, 53, a former typesetter who 
became hooked on heroin 30 years ago, told me as he sipped from a paper cup of methadone 
supplied by a mobile van. The vans, a crucial link in Portugal’s public health efforts, cruise 
Lisbon’s streets every day of the year and supply users with free methadone, an opioid substitute, 
to stabilize their lives and enable them to hold jobs. 

Methadone and other drug treatment programs also exist in the U.S., but are often expensive or 
difficult to access. The result is that only 10 percent of Americans struggling with addiction get 
treatment; in Portugal, treatment is standard. 

 “If I couldn’t come here, I don’t know if I’d still be alive,” Oliveira told me. He said that he 
used to steal to support his habit but is now getting his life under control. Two weeks ago, he 
began reducing his dose of methadone, and he hopes to wean himself off opioids completely. 

Yet Portugal’s approach is no magic wand.  

“I’m homeless and jobless and addicted again,” Miguel Fonseca, a 39-year-old electrical 
mechanic, said as he held a lighter under a sheet of tin foil to turn a pinch of heroin powder into 
fumes that he smoked to get high. He spends about $100 a day on his habit, and in the past 
sometimes has turned to theft to support it. 

Less than 100 feet away, Mario, the fisherman I began this story with, was injecting himself with 
heroin and cocaine, and showing little interest in Lopes’s health outreach. He assured her that he 
wasn’t overdosing, and he scoffed at the idea of methadone as an alternative to heroin. 

Mario told me that he had started with heroin at age 14 (another man I met had started at age 11), 
and used it during the two years he worked as a fisherman in Massachusetts. “Portuguese heroin 
isn’t as high quality as American heroin,” he complained. He then reached for a pipe and began 
to smoke cocaine. 

Public health workers like Lopes may never be able to get Mario to give up drugs, but she can 
help keep him alive. Seeing Mario, his blood spattered on the steps from his constant injections, 
tottering off to get more drugs, it was clear that the Portuguese model isn’t as effective as we 
might hope — but it occurred to me that in America, Mario might well be dead. 
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 “I’ve hit rock bottom,” Brito told me despairingly. “I’m losing the person I most love in the 
world.” 

His girlfriend, Teresa, is begging him to give up heroin. He wants to choose her; he fervently 
wants to quit. But he doesn’t know if he can, and he teared up as he said, “It’s like entering a 
boxing ring and facing Mike Tyson.” 

Yet for all his suffering, Brito lives, because he’s Portuguese. The lesson that Portugal offers the 
world is that while we can’t eradicate heroin, it’s possible to save the lives of drug users — if 
we’re willing to treat them not as criminals but as sick, suffering human beings who need 
helping hands, not handcuffs. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/09/22/opinion/sunday/portugal‐drug‐decriminalization.html 

 

Questions for article “How to Win a War on Drugs” 

1.  What country is discussed? 

2. Explain how this country won the war on drugs. 

3. Some might object to what this country has done and say that this country’s policies have 

“enabled” heroin users. ( I am assuming that the assumption is that “enabling leads to more 

people doing it). But what are the facts?  By how much has heroin use increased or 

decreased? 

4. This is a good example of a harm reduction approach to drug use.  What “harms” have been 

reduced? 

 


