PLATFORM/POLITICS

A PROBLEM OF COOPERATION

IT IS NEITHER trite nor evasive to
describe as ‘international’ the problem of
drug misuse or abuse, and the control of
dependence-producing drugs and illicit
trafficking. The United Nations has been
active through its Fund for Drug Abuse
Control (UNFDAC) and by bringing
together concerned and interested nations
in an International Conference on Drug
Abuse and Illicit Trafficking in Vienna in
June 1987 — “turning the moral screw”, as
Druglink described it. The European Par-
liament established a special committee —
for which Sir Jack Stewart-Clark MEP was
rapporteur — which produced a detailed
review and many useful suggestions. The
Council of Europe has been studying the
problem through its own sub-committee on
drug misuse; and the Inter-Parliamentary
Union, together with the World Health
Organisation and the Latin American Par-
liament, organised a Conference on Drug
Abuse and Illicit Trafficking in the West-
ern Hemisphere in November of last year,
to which I was the British parliamentary
delegate.

Certain political aspects of the drug
problem were clearly illustrated at this
conference. Though deeply involved in
drug production and trafficking, Columbia
sent no delegate — perhaps because of
possible political reaction or, worse, reac-
tion from the ‘drug barons’ in that country.
Those delegates who were there too often
indulged in defensive or self-laudatory
statements on their own national policy,
and too much energy was spent apportion-
ing blame between the developed so-called
drug ‘user’ countries and the developing
so-called drug ‘producer’ countries.

Even so, there were useful discussions
and general consensus on:

— the need to reduce the pool of drug use
and abuse to maximise the effect of pre-
ventative activities;

— the importance of activities among the
young;

— the worrying growth in use of new,
cheaper, homemade amphetamines
(‘speed’);

— the need to maintain a hard legal and
penal line on supply and to match that with
more and better cures for possession and
use than are presently offered within penal
systems;

— the growing urgency of ever better
multinational controls, coordination and
cooperation in tackling and reducing illegal
distribution, including improved legal pow-
ers to trace, seize and confiscate the assets
of drug traffickers;

— the imperative of improved information
and greater knowledge among all who are
involved or who may become involved in
counselling or treating drug misusers;
— the need continually to reassess drug
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treatment policies in the tragic context of
AIDS.

It was interesting and pleasing that Mrs
Tamar Oppenheimer (Secretary General
of the UN International Conference on
Drug Abuse and Illicit Trafficking) and a
number of other delegates went out of
their way to pay tribute to what is being
done in the UK.

Undoubtedly control and reduction of
supply, demand and trafficking, and treat-
ment and rehabilitation, must all be part of
the same comprehensive local, national,
international and multinational effort to
tackle the urgent, insidious and pervasive
problem of drug misuse — and to match
forces with the multi-million pound crimin-
al trade across all frontiers which supports
it.

But that brings the whole question back
to individual national efforts in each of
those spheres, and the question of whether
we, in Britain, are doing enough. Can we
ever!

Much has already been done under the
overall supervision of the inter-
departmental Ministerial Group on the
Misuse of Drugs. But more is needed,
particularly now that the ever-spreading
threat of AIDS may distract attention away
from the problem of drug misuse but may,
at the same time, magnify those problems.

Earlier this year the Government pub-
lished the first report on AIDS from the
Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs.
It is reassuring that the Government has
reaffirmed its view that the prevention of
drug abuse is now more important than
ever and confirmed its commitment to
extensive education programmes as the
most important influence reducing the
level of experimentation with drugs — and
with it, reducing the risk of the spread of
AIDS. More community-based services,
more hospital-based services, and more
services through general practitioners are
all needed — and government must pro-
vide funding for them.

We still need a massive injection
of training (and funding for that
training) for

teachers and general practitioners so they
can better understand the problem of
misuse, recognise it when confronted by it,
know how more effectively to deter young
people from it, and how to treat them if
they become trapped by it. Local drug
advisory councils will have to take on much
of the burden of coordination because it is
through them that all the main agencies
meet together. Training is essential, and
requires innovative planning — as is being
done by the East Sussex Drugs Advisory
Council which is developing a multidisci-
plinary training package.

The Government has allocated £5 mil-
lion a year specifically to develop and
expand drug misuse services, and a further
£1 million a year to help those services play
a greater role in the fight against AIDS.
But funding for drugs initiatives, which has
supported 188 projects in the last five
years, has now dried up. There are no
special government funds for monitoring
trends in drug misuse, so as to track and
predict them with greater accuracy and to
ensure that a network of services can be
properly planned and scarce resources
applied cost-effectively. Government must
provide further funds for such studies —
otherwise all the efforts to dissuade young
people from trying drugs and to treat drug
misusers will not be as good as they must
be or as successful as they should be.

The greater the degree of cooperation
with and support for what the Government
is doing, the more likely will be continuing
and expanding government funding for
improving our knowledge of the problem
of drug misuse and expanding our activities
to tackle it.

I HAVE HARDLY touched upon the
increasing pressure on medical services to
treat drug misusers (and AIDS
sufferers). If worst projections
become fact, the medical and
social problem will be quite
enormous. So it is all the more
important to maintain and extend
all of our efforts to deter through
education and through the
forces of law, here and abroad.
Cooperation is essential: the
stakes are too high to put any
best efforts at risk. O
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