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Indigenous peoples and 
substance use 
Andrew Ball 

There are an estimated 300 mil
lion indigenous people world
wide, living on their traditional 

lands in over 70 countries. They are 
called indigenous or aboriginal 
peoples because they were living on 
their lands before settlers came from 
elsewhere. They have a great cul
tural, ethnic, linguistic and religious 
diversity, ranging from hunters and 
gatherers living in inaccessible 
rainforests to business leaders in the 
world's financial centres. 

Nevertheless, most indigenous 
groups share a common heritage in 
their use of psychoactive substances. 
Over the centuries, they have come 
to learn about the mind-altering 
properties of many of the naturally 
occurring substances around them. 
These are often highly valued for 
their medicinal and nutritional prop
erties and for their use in religious 
practices. Hallucinogens, including 
certain types of mushrooms and the 
cactus peyote, have been widely used 
among communities in Central and 
South America to access the spirit 
world and for initiation ceremonies. 
In Asia, opium has a long history of 
use for relaxation and as a medicine 
to relieve chronic pain and gastroin
testinal problems. In Africa, the use 
of cannabis, fermented beverages 
and khat forms part of the normal 
lives of some indigenous peoples. 
Elsewhere we find the use of coca 
leaves in the Andes to ward off 
hunger and to provide energy ; the 
ceremonial use of tobacco among 
North American Indians; and the 
social use of the shrub root kava by 
Pacific island communities. 

Within these cultures, strict 
taboos and restrictions have 
helped to regulate the use of 
traditional psychoactive 
substances. Whereas many 
communities have main
tained their traditional 
practices because of their 
isolation from the rest of 
the world, many more 
have seen their cultures 
eroded in the face of 
assimilation and the 
integration policies of dominant 
ethnic groups. As global develop
ment occurs, more and more com
munities are exposed to "outside" 
attitudes and beliefs - as well as to 
non-indigenous psychoactive sub
stances and new ways of using tradi
tional ones. 

Disastrous impact 
Where there is no tradition of use and 
social control, the introduction of 
new substances into communities 
can be devastating. One need only 
consider the disastrous influence of 
alcohol on such communities as the 
Australian Aborigines, New Zealand 
Maoris, North American Indians and 
Inuits. A change from opium-smok
ing to opium- and heroin-injecting 
among the hill-tribes of South-East 
and East Asia and certain groups in 
Central Asia has been the major 
factor in the spread of HIV and other 
blood-borne infections within those 
populations. In addition, inhalant 
abuse particularly affects young 
people. 

An Australian poster warns indigenous 
communities about the risk of alcohol. 

The WHO Programme on 
Substance Abuse has started a pro
ject on Indigenous Peoples and 
Substance Use involving all regions 
of the world. Individuals from ten 
different communities have prepared 
case-studies on substance use. 
Besides assisting indigenous peoples 
themselves to assess the problems 
and to plan appropriate responses, 
the project hopes to encourage gov
ernments, in association with these 
communities, to develop policies for 
addressing such issues at a local 
level. • 
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