Paco: The Plague of the Undead


Zombies roam the unpaved alleyways of Buenos Aires’ villas (shantytowns), only these undead don’t thrive off human flesh, but a compound derived from kerosene, sulfuric acid, benzene, and the residue of unrefined cocaine. The paqueros (paco addicts) bear similar characteristics to the reanimated post-mortem, complete with involuntary full-body convulsions, hair and teeth leaping from their roots and sunken, vacant eyes. Some, in the more advanced stages of addiction, expel grunts reminiscent of Night of the Living Dead, in lieu of a civilized language. Similar to zombism, there is no cure for these addicts, as there is no set recipe for the carcinogenic concoction that greedy pushers produce, who add anything at their disposal.  

Juan Gomez, 28 and recovered, started smoking paco at 14 when his father died. While using, he was “in his own world and didn’t want to talk to anyone” 
 and became a burden to his family. He used to manipulate his mother for money, under the guise of kind words and loving embraces. When he could not coax out the cash, he would sneakily steal and sell furniture out of his own mothers (and his) home. It was not until Marta, Juan’s mother, kicked him out of the house that he began do realize the detrimental effects, for while he was using he “didn’t feel any physical consequences.” 
 After one week of street living, the concerned mother took back her helpless son, who reportedly “smelled worse than the Rio Achuela” 
 when he finally asked her for help.  

Juan’s story is far from unique. Addiction to paco runs rampant not only among the slums of Buenos Aires, but has also made its way into the hands of well-off middle class citizens.  Hugo Ropero, a well respected Argentine photo editor for Noticias, and of means, found himself spiraling down the cycle of addiction after being offered a hit from a younger, party-going porteña
.  The rise to the middle class illustrates the magnitude of this epidemic, which holds countless stories of betrayal and decadence that range from deplorable to downright disgusting. The media was also left in the wake of the drug. Initially only reporting the crimes perpetrated by paco users, local media was late to notice the gravity of the social plight plaguing Argentine citizens. The social component was only brought to light by mothers of the ‘walking dead’ denounced the media’s, and simultaneously the government’s, inefficiency to contain the problem. 

Following the example set during the military dictatorship of 1976-’83, mothers were the first to actively recognize, and combat the growing epidemic that was claiming the lives of their children. La Nacion’s article “Yo Acuso,” run in 2008, is one of the first examples of mother’s initiatives in media, with Norma Castaño indicting state institution’s failure to react to a plague that was by this time (as paco first started running rampant in 2001) ‘zombifying’ thousands
. Marta Gomez, who watched the drug rob her son of every ounce of dignity- but thankfully spared his life, was quick to remark the magnitude of the undernoted addiction. In response, she founded “Madres en Lucha,” an organization paralleling “Madres de Plaza de Mayo” with the common goal of saving their children’s souls
. These brave mothers patrol the slums at night, scouring out rancheros (paco dens) and disbanding the wasted youths. They also stand outside known dealer’s abodes, temporarily disallowing him from selling paco and permanently shaming him.  

These women vigilantes were forced to take the enforcement upon themselves due to nation’s widespread unresponsiveness. The current administration has no formal policy toward dealing with the addiction, which turns loved ones into cadavers, treating users only for the consequences of their addiction (brain damage, psychosis) rather than treating the addiction itself. The lack of rehabilitation centers and information on the substance allows the problem to grow more and more out of control, gripping not only the poor and hopeless but also the wealthy, with everything to lose. Madres en Lucha not only actively patrols the streets, but lobby for policies and hospitals to treat their child users. As of yet little to no institutional improvements have been made, and these mothers are obligated to stand by and watch as those they love most slowly commit suicide by using. 
However, one organization provides a beacon of light amidst the widespread and blinding darkness. A church run rehabilitation center (a shell of a building filled mainly with growth and support) on the border of Villa 21 opens its doors everyday to feed and comfort those most affected by the drug. Providing four teams of aid (social, day-to-day, psychiatric and external), these guardian angels use positive reinforcement, and warm meals, to help their friends (frequenters of the center) overcome the addiction
. With Jesus pictures as prevalent as missing teeth, this no-obligation outpatient rehab center holds daily self-help support groups (which all start with a prayer) that follow N.A.’s 12-step recovery program
. Here, a mangy assortment of motivated users shares their stories, with an unrivaled shamelessness and openness. Gabriel, an addict of 20 years and friend of the center, states, “for an addict, being alone is bad company.” 
 Marcos, a social worker who guides the sessions, maintains that, “everything that goes into the mouth [substances] must come out of the mouth [talking].” 
  A circle of long pinky fingernail wearers (commonly used for scooping powder cocaine) and chain smokers all share their worst, and united together, they bring out each other’s best. This center provides hope for paco addicts, who, largely neglected by state institutions, fight an uphill battle everyday in “una lucha de toda la vida.” 
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