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Col | ective action agai nst dadah

Sharon Nel son
H STORY was repeated at the recent United Nati ons sunmit nmeeti ng agai nst
drug abuse.

From June 8-10, the General Assenbly held a special sitting in New York,
and came up with a global action plan uncannily |ike the one set out in a
10-year-ol d UN Conventi on.

The 1988 Convention against Illicit Trafficking in Narcotic and
Psychot ropi ¢ Substances resulted froma UNneeting in Vienna, chaired by
Prime M nister Datuk Seri Dr Mahat hir Mhanad.

It specifiedthe following: To elimnate the cultivationof illicit
crops, to reduce dermand, and to tighten control on the internationa
nmovenent of illicit drugs and drug-noney.

It al so suggested strategies for participation at regional, national and
community | evels.

Yet today, drug abuse is at nonunental proportions, with 218 nmillion
peopl e af fected worl dwi de. Money-l aundering is said to canoufl age as nuch
as US$400 billion (RML.6 trillion) a year of drug-generated funds

In Malaysia, the situationis no different. In 1996, there were nearly
14,000 new addicts. Wthin a year, that figure junped to over 17,000 - in
ot her words, a new addict every half-hour

Experts who have worked in the drug-prevention line for nearly two
decades are cynical

"Of course the ideas are good," says one. "And neetings help rem nd us
t hat these probl ens exi st. But what about the inpl enmentation?"

Because borders do not limt or confine the drug trade, it is crucial
for countries to adopt conbat policies collectively.

But this is no nean feat.

As a producer country, Thailand has been gl obally urged to adopt
alternative crop-growi ng schenes. Sone crops, |ike coffee and avocado,
have wor ked wel | securing big, international contracts.

O hers, like cabbage-growi ng, have largely fail ed.

I ndeed, drugs are a tough act to followin terns of comercia
profitability.

For one, there is no ceiling on demand. And unli ke cabbage, drugs are
non- peri shabl e and can wait any nunber of years for a depressed econony to
revive. "It becane so that naughty children were threatened with the
prospect of cabbage for dinner,"” says a Mal aysian official.

"Marketing is essential. Someone has got to be willing to undertake the
responsibility to link producers with a lively market. O herw se,
alternative crop programmes will surely fail."

But Mal aysia's | argest problem which is the denmand for drugs, is al so
due to i nadequat e prevention programmes.

Because heroin is a group activity, and because a drug habit eventually
has to be supported by pushing, demand creates nore demand.

During the summit, Deputy Hone M ni ster Datuk Taj ol Rosli Ghazali spoke
of efforts to create a drug-free generation by the year 2023. At present,
nearly half of the addicts in Mal aysia are between the ages of 20 and 29.

"W have to start changing attitudes before they are forned. This neans
starting young," says Tay Bi an How, assistant director of the Preventi on,
Research and Pl anning Di vision of the National Narcotics Agency (NNA)
here.

Inall fairness, there seens to be a new, hands-on approach to the



efforts made by the Governnent.

Working closely with the Education Mnistry, Tay is in fact heading a
prevention programe cal |l ed Students' Resilience and Interpersonal Skills
Devel opnent Education (STRIDE) to be i npl enmented i n 50 school s nati onw de.

Loosel y based on an Aneri can progranme, STRIDE enphasi ses the buil di ng
of self-esteemand comunication skills, in particular, the ability to say
no effectively.

"How do you turn soneone down, especially if he or she is a good
friend?" asks Tay.

Tay al so heads a project that brings substance-abuse awareness into the
wor kpl ace, a crucial link, since NNA statistics showthat only 12 per cent
of addicts are unenpl oyed.

Funded by the I nternational Labour Organi sation, the progranme i ncl udes
a series of abuse-prevention sem nars in conpanies in Penang, Johor, the
Kl ang Val | ey, Pahang and Kel ant an.

"If there is a problemin the conmunity, there will be one in the
wor kpl ace, " says Tay.

And experts have |l ong stressed the i nportance of comunity
participation.

"The idea is not to establish a nonopoly in drug-prevention work," says
Dat uk Mohd Bakri Omar, NNA director-general and one of the delegates to
New Yor k

Earlier this year, the agency held a day-long session at Kampung
Kerinchi in Kuala Lunpur.

Funded by the residents, it was ai med at parents whose children are
addi cts, or who live under a cl ose threat of addiction.

"We don't want parents to alienate children, because there is no way
addi cts can kick the habit thensel ves," he says.

Parents are al so urged to help their kids seek treatnent. To encourage
people to voluntarily conme forth, the agency al so runs a Pusat Khi dmat,
wher e addi cts are put on a detoxification programme and gi ven counsel | i ng,
but are not incarcerated.

Despite the concerted efforts, sonme spots within the drug-prevention
fabric remain weak.

The International Centre for Drug Abuse Prevention in Schools (| CDAPS)
isaninternational NG Owithits regional headquarters in the Philippines.

One successful project there was the establishment of official drug-
education comittees conprising menbers of the police, educators, parents
and t he nedi a.

On work carried out locally, chairman R Gunasi ngamsays: "I woul d be
happy to bring the Ml aysi an experience to other countries, and vice-
versa."

However, he clai nms, government has been slowto respond, and helpis
nore likely to go to other, nore-favoured prevention bodi es.

O her shortcom ngs include (accordi ng to anot her Governnent officer) a
| ack of notivation anong officials thensel ves, a desperate shortage of
speci al l y-trai ned counsel l ors, and the susceptibility of some officers to
bri bery.

Anot her must surely be the shortsightedness of critics who object to an
NNA proposal to start drug education fromas early as ki ndergarten. This,
they say, is as good as introducing the habit to children

"But my point is that they may try it anyway. If that's the case, they
shoul d be equi pped wi th accurate know edge, " says Abdul Rashi d Adam who
is director of the Prevention, Planni ng and Research Division inthe NNA

And maybe, just naybe, history can start to be made.
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