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Drugs and the law 
W. Lane Porter & William J. Curran 

To what degree can the law help 
to achieve and sustain public 
health goals in treatment and 

rehabilitation programmes for drug 
and alcohol dependence? The objec
tives of WHO 's Programme on 
Substance Abuse include developing 
projects to strengthen national health 
care systems, promoting solutions at 
the local level, and initiating research 
to ensure that practitioners maintain 
their objectivity and adhere to high 
scientific standards. As part of these 
activities, the Programme has sup
ported a two-year study of policies 
and legislation for drug and alcohol 
treatment and rehabilitation, which 
involved some 80 countries. 

Substance abuse treatment 
services are most effective when 
supported by appropriately crafted 
legislation. The linkage of law, 
policy and public health programmes 
is particularly significant for the 
treatment of substance-dependent 
persons. Individual liberty is often at 
stake. While voluntary admission to 
treatment is preferred, compulsory 
civil commitment legislation is often 
available to the courts to order invol
untary admission to an inpatient 
facility for treatment of drug or 
alcohol dependence, on the grounds 
stated in the civil law. 

International conventions 
Under international drug control 
conventions, countries have adopted 
policies and laws to control the 
supply of illicit drugs. Many coun
tries have enacted legislation provid
ing for drug-dependent individuals to 
be given treatment under the criminal 
justice system; this too is encouraged 
in the conventions. The harmful 
health consequences of substance use 
have a big impact on other public 
health areas, including HIV infection 
and AIDS. Changes in laws have 
been needed to enable public health 
measures to discourage drug inject-

ing and oblige people to enter treat
ment or other health assistance 
programmes. In some places legis
lation permits the dispensing of 
methadone (a heroin substitute) and 
lawful needle exchange, sometimes 
coupled with treatment. 

Our study reveals that many 
legislative definitions need revision, 
to conform to modern international 
nomenclature standards. Legislation 
should also protect the human and 
civil rights of patients and their 
dignity. And it should consider the 
confidentiality of all information 
about those seeking and receiving 
treatment. 

stimulated the development of such 
programmes. Treatment and reha
bilitation are given particular em
phasis, and special programmes to 
treat drug-dependent persons exist 
within the major health institutions. 
She concluded that law is certainly 
helpful, but it has to be integrated in 
global programmes so as to make 
services available and encourage 
their use by the dependent popula
tions. 

The current decade 1991-2000 is 
the United Nations Decade Against 
Drug Abuse. Under the Global Pro
gramme of Action adopted by the 
UN General Assembly, national 

Exchanging a used needle for a clean one. Legislation permits such exchanges in some countries 
as a preventive measure against HIV infection and AIDS. 

Helping rather than hindering 
Certainly legislation should be 
viewed by the public health commu
nity and the public as helping rather 
than hindering the development of 
programmes for substance abuse 
treatment. Most of the participants 
in the study concluded that legisla
tion is helpful. For example, Dr 
Medina Mora, Head of the Division 
of Epidemiological and Social 
Research, Mexican Institute of 
Psychiatry, reported in 1993 that 
legislation and regulations in her 
country are comprehensive and have 

strategies in the health, social, legal 
and criminal fields should contain 
programmes for the social reintegra
tion, rehabilitation and treatment of 
problematic alcohol and drug users 
and drug-dependent offenders. 
WHO's Programme on Substance 
Abuse research will promote these 
goals, but will also advance the role 
of law in promoting effective public 
health programmes at the country 
level. • 
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