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aniel Weimer’s “The Politics of Contamination: Herbicides, Drug Control, and Environmental 
Law” explores the intersection of U.S. foreign policy and environmental politics, tracing how the use 
of a herbicide—paraquat—in international drug control operations catalyzed debates about the 

extent to which foreign policy programs should abide by federal environmental legislation. Looking 
specifically at a joint U.S.-Mexican marijuana eradication program in Mexico in the 1970s, Weimer examines 
how state and non-state actors utilized U.S. environmental law and regulatory procedures in an attempt to 
prohibit the use of paraquat in the program. While the U.S. State Department asserted that applying federal 
environmental legislation to foreign policy programs would infringe on its traditional authority to determine 
U.S. foreign policy and violate the sovereignty of foreign nations, members of Congress and the National 
Organization for the Reform of Marijuana Laws (NORML) argued that the use of paraquat in the U.S.-
Mexican marijuana eradication program violated the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). Weimer 
argues that the political and legal battle over paraquat both reflected the limits of the consumer-protection 
orientation of U.S. environmental politics and worked to constrain the applicability of U.S. environmental 
law in foreign policy operations through the issuance of Executive Order (EO) 12114 in January 1979 (848-
849, 870). Based primarily on interviews with key policymakers, activists, and lawyers as well as archival 
research at the Jimmy Carter Library and U.S. National Archives, Weimer’s research shows how the paraquat 
controversy helped to determine the territorial limits of U.S. environmental law. His study makes an 
important contribution to the history of U.S. foreign relations, legal history, the history of public health, and 
the history of environmental politics.  

The U.S.-Mexican drug crop eradication program in Mexico began in 1975 after several years of herbicide 
experiments and negotiations with the Mexican government. While the U.S. State Department’s participation 
was initially motivated by the desire to eradicate opium poppies (the raw material used to produce heroin) in 
an attempt to reduce the heroin supply in the United States, the Mexican government was more concerned 
about the increasing consumption of marijuana in Mexico’s middle class (852). Security concerns in the 
countryside also motivated the Mexican government’s support for drug crop eradication programs, and 
Weimer examines the intersection between drug control and internal security in more detail in his first book, 
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Seeing Drugs.1 Consequently, the eradication program targeted both opium poppy and marijuana plants for 
destruction in order to link the interests of the U.S. and Mexican governments.  

For U.S. policymakers, the large-scale use of herbicides was critical to the strategic vision of the drug control 
program because only the widespread destruction of drug crops could undermine the material base of the 
drug economy and significantly reduce the amount of heroin and marijuana entering the United States. From 
a tactical perspective, spraying herbicides from backpacks and helicopters was the most cost-effective approach 
to drug crop eradication, requiring little manpower or the need to establish a permanent physical presence on 
the ground. Policymakers and scientists involved in Mexico’s drug control program stressed that the use of 
herbicides was a typical agricultural practice, pointing to the fact that the chemicals in question were 
commercially available and in widespread agricultural use in the U.S. and Mexico. However, according to 
research from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), paraquat could cause lung and kidney damage or 
even death in humans. Indeed, scientists from the USDA and Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 
advised that the herbicide be applied carefully in order to avoid contamination of non-target vegetation and 
soil and water sources (852-854). 

The use of paraquat in the marijuana eradication program generated public and political controversy in 
response to reports of U.S. citizens falling ill after consuming paraquat-contaminated marijuana beginning in 
early 1977 (847). Marijuana entering the United States from Mexico had been sprayed with paraquat as a 
result of the U.S.-Mexican eradication program, but Mexican farmers had harvested it before the herbicide 
took effect (857). Reports of lung damage, headaches, mouth sores, and bloody vomit led to speculation that 
paraquat represented a public health threat, prompting scientific studies to investigate paraquat’s toxicity and 
congressional actions to prohibit the use of paraquat in eradication programs (e.g. the Percy Amendment). In 
March 1978, NORML filed a lawsuit against the State Department arguing that the use of paraquat in the 
U.S.-Mexican marijuana eradication program violated NEPA, requesting an injunction to prohibit U.S. 
support for the program until an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) had been completed (862).  

As Weimer explains, NEPA included ambiguous language regarding the extraterritorial application of the 
legislation, and the question of whether foreign policy agencies were required to abide by its regulations and 
procedures was debated in federal court cases and within the U.S. government throughout the 1970s. In the 
NORML case, the court ultimately ruled that NEPA mandated an EIS for the U.S.-Mexican marijuana 
eradication program but refused to grant an injunction to stop the program or issue a broader ruling on the 
extraterritorial application of U.S. environmental law (866-867). The NORML case, combined with 
conflicting interpretations of NEPA provided by the State Department and the Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ), eventually prompted the Carter administration to draft EO 12114, which established 
guidelines for assessing the environmental effects of U.S. foreign policy programs but, significantly, did so 
under the authority of the president’s Article II powers, not NEPA (869). According to EO 12114, NEPA 
could only be applied extraterritorially when U.S. operations impacted the United States or the global 
commons (870).  

In Weimer’s account, federal court rulings and foreign policy decisions primarily considered the domestic 
political implications of the use of toxic chemicals in international drug control programs. In the case of 
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paraquat, the perceived threat to the health and bodies of U.S. citizens motivated congressional limitations on 
the use of herbicides, the NORML lawsuit, and EO 12114. Concerns about the health of Mexican citizens or 
the environmental consequences of chemical contamination were clearly secondary to the public health 
concern for U.S. citizens. This helps explain why EO 12114 restricted NEPA’s applicability to U.S. territories 
and the global commons; from the U.S. government’s perspective, only the presence of toxic chemicals in 
these spaces presented a clear and present danger to the public health of U.S. citizens.  

Weimer’s article exemplifies the increasing focus on non-state actors and the law in recent historiography on 
U.S. foreign policy and environmental politics. Similar to David Zierler’s study of scientists who opposed the 
use of herbicides in the Vietnam War and Stephen Macekura’s study of the role of non-governmental 
organizations in enforcing formal environmental reviews for development programs, Weimer’s account 
demonstrates how an advocacy organization inserted environmental concerns into U.S. foreign policy 
decisions.2 More concerned with persuading government officials and judges than public opinion, these non-
state actors utilized professional organizations, expertise, and legal procedures to insist that federal agencies 
consider the environmental consequences of their activities. They often relied on the cultivation of allies 
within the U.S. government, finding supportive White House officials, congressional representatives, and 
policymakers to advocate for their interests. Critically, beginning in the mid-1970s, organizations like 
NORML filed lawsuits in order to compel federal agencies to comply with environmental regulations and 
procedures established by NEPA.  

However, Weimer’s account suggests that the executive branch quickly learned how to re-assert its authority 
to determine foreign policy despite new environmental laws and procedures. Though EO 12114 required 
federal agencies to submit formal environmental reviews for operations affecting the United States or the 
global commons, its most lasting consequence was the exclusion of U.S. operations overseas from NEPA’s 
regulatory purview. Significantly, this meant the legal remedies used to address public health and 
environmental concerns in the United States were no longer available when it came to U.S. foreign policy 
programs. As Weimer concludes, the cumulative effect of the paraquat controversy and resulting EO 12114 
was to facilitate the use of herbicides in other crop eradication programs in drug-producing nations (870). 
The consequences of these territorial limits on U.S. environmental law particularly affected the Andean region 
from the 1980s through the 2000s, when U.S. drug control programs prioritized the eradication of drug crops 
through the aerial spraying of herbicides, most notably with Plan Colombia.3 
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foreign intervention, tracing the origins and implementation of U.S. efforts to control coca production in 
Bolivia and how Bolivian government and military officials, labor unions, and coca farmers challenged these 
efforts with alternative understandings of the coca leaf and its role in Bolivian society and economy. Her 
broader research interests include U.S.-Latin American relations, the history of development, the history of 
policing, environmental history, and transnational and global history. 
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