A tribute to‘Bing’

“WHAT THOSE WHO favour a more flexible
approach to the treatment of long-term addicts
are proposing is a holding harm-reduction
operation to allow the addict, with professional
help, sufficient time to acquire the motivation
likely to result in a permanent break with his
addiction.” These words, written in 1987,
epitomise for many in the drugs field the
essential basis on which Bing Spear carried out
his duties as Chief Inspector in the Home Office
Drugs Branch — lack of dogma, flexibility, and a
compassionate understanding of drug users and
those who worked with them.

Born a Cornishman, and proud of it, following
graduation in chemistry, Bing carried out his
national service in the RAF’s Intelligence
Section. In 1952 he entered the civil service as
an Inspector in the Home Office Drugs Branch,
influenced by his interest in medico-legal matters
(his mother wanted him to be a doctor), his
enquiring mind, and a desire to understand his
fellow men. From the start, unusually for a civil
servant he took every opportunity to visit drug
users in their own environment. Many remained
in contact with him throughout his career. From
this experience, he drew his continued empathy
with the difficulties they experienced. To Bing,
addicts were people, not statistics.

Promoted to Deputy Chief Inspector in 1965,
and Chief Inspector in 1977, a post he held to his
retirement in 1986, his humane and pragmatic
approach influenced not only those with whom
he worked in the Home Office, but all those
working in the drugs field.

As in his response to drug users, his awareness
and understanding of the difficulties practitioners
worked under provided for a sympathetic, non-
judgmental and practical response to problems.
Similarly, enquiring researchers in the UK and
internationally were given informed advice and
ready access to information. As in the UK, Bing
was highly regarded internationally, receiving an
award in 1989 from the US Drug Policy
Foundation for “Achievement in the Field of
Drug Control and Enforcement”. Throughout his
career and particularly when Chief Inspector, he
was much sought after as a speaker at interna-
tional fora. To many he represented the essential
positive features of the ‘British System’.

Through his writing on policy issues and
development, he contributed extensively to the
literature. His wise and succinct views, with his
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unique historical perspective, were much valued
by researchers. The professional literature of the
last two decades is liberally dotted with his
name and acknowledgments of his help.

An unassuming man, his quiet, adept
interventions in policy discussions with
ministers and colleagues were a delight to
observe. But he had no time for dogma, political
or professional, and could passionately attack
rigid or prejudiced views. His understanding of
the contribution that could be made by all dis-
ciplines, in the statutory, voluntary or independ-
ent sectors, and the need for flexible provision
for drug users, gave equal support to policy
development and the individual practitioner.

Writing in 1982, he said “the [drug] problem
of the 1980s is very much a challenge to the
whole community”. Working with him in the
1980s as observers on the Ministerial Group on
the Misuse of Drugs and the Advisory Council
for the Misuse of Drugs, his long experience
and thought out suggestions were a significant
input to the council’s seminal Treatment and
Rehabilitation report (1982), and in the mid-
eighties influenced policy development towards
harm reduction. His support to colleagues in the
then DHSS was critical in enabling more
flexible prescribing, and his encouragement of
community-based multidisciplinary services and
needle exchange projects was much valued.

Bing’s involvement in his work left little time
for outside activities, often resulting in
‘busman’s’ holidays in response to international
demands. In his earlier days he had been active
in sport as goalkeeper for Weybridge FC, and
later played golf. Throughout his life, particu-
larly when his chronic renal illness became
more severe, he was a wide and avid reader.
Recently he had been researching the genealogy
of his family, back to the 16th century.

Despite the increasing toll of his illness,
Bing’s quiet persistence in seeking the best
approach to drug misuse remained. Just before
his death he completed the draft of an historical
survey of British drug policy. Its publication
will ensure that Bing’s philosophy and insights
continue to influence policy and practice, but his
greatest memorial will be the affection and
respect of the whole drug community. To his
wife and family, without whose support his
achievements would have been so much the less,
we send our heartfelt sympathy. O




