
Drugs are Dig 
business 

Any nation will drink more alcohol, smoke more 
c1garettes or abuse more opiates if the relevant drug 
is made more available. The key to reducing 
drug-and alcohol-related problems lies In control
ing production, marketing, retailing and distribution 

by Anthony W. Clare 

lB onfronted by the deluge of 
statistics relating to the inter
national epidemic of cigarette 

smoking, the inexorable rise in alcohol 
production and consumption, the pro
liferation of opiate dependence and 
the remorseless growth of the psycho
tropic drug market, it is hard to resist 
adopting one of two attitudes. The 
first , a resolutely pessimistic approach, 
is to conclude that societies in every 
quarter of the globe are hell-bent on 
drugging themselves into a terminal 
state of euphoria and malaise. The 
second, ruggedly optimistic, is to draw 
comfort from the fact that there 
has never been a society on this 
earth which has not experimented 
with , habitually relied upon and oc
casionally abused some mind-altering 
substance. 

Which of these two positions the 
average individual adopts depends as 
much on his or her temperament as on 
the state of our contemporary and 
historical knowledge. 

Professionals working in the health 
field-doctors, nurses , primary health 
care workers, lay healers-all occupy 
an uneasy position within the drugs 
debate. They feel, and indeed are , 
morally obliged to document and pub
licise the extent to which we all ingest , 
smoke, drink and inject nicotine, al
cohol and drugs; yet in carrying out 
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such a valuable task they find them
selves slipping into or being pushed to 
adopt the role of moralisers, priests 
and social engineers. For while such 
drugs have profound biological conse
quences, the factors that primarily in
fluence their use are psychological , 

Drugs destroy families 
An English couple, both aged 
37, have been jailed for ten and 
seven years respectively for 
the manslaughter of their 15-
month-old daughter by giving 
her an overdose of a heroin 
substitute . Both had been 
medically prescribed the drug 
Methadone in an attempt to 
wean them off taking heroin . 
They told a London court that 
they gave the drug to the baby 
"to quieten her down ." 

social and cultural. Our understanding 
of a person's propensity to alter his or 
her mind with various chemical sub
stances will not be advanced by way of 
a narrow medical perspective. The 
medical profession ought not to de
duce that, because a certain drug be
haviour in a certain individual can 
legitimately be construed as an illness , 
the general use of such a drug in some 
way reflects a pathological society. 

The fact is that drugs-all kinds of 
drugs-constitute very big business 
throughout the world. In Zimbabwe , 
tobacco production is the nation's 
largest industry. In Malawi, 100,000 
families rely on cash from tobacco , 
while in the Indian state of Andhra 
Pradesh, tobacco provides a living for 
75 ,000 farmers and about two million 
other workers are engaged in curing, 
packing and processing. The soaring 
consumption of alcoholic drinks in 
Third World countries has just begun 
to worry health care workers at a time 
when it is taken by some economists as 
a sign of improving living standards 
and growing industrialisation. Spec
tacular growth rates in beer produc
tion have been achieved in countries 
as varied as Japan and Bulgaria, the 
Netherlands and Yugoslavia. In the 
past 20 years, Nigeria, Mexico and 
Brazil have become major beer pro
ducers by world standards and have 
joined such traditional producers as 
the Federal Republic of Germany and 
the United Kingdom at the top of 
the league. 

The situation is little different when 
it comes to illicit drugs. Ever since a 
fully fledged opium market was 
opened up in South-East Asia in the 
nineteenth century by the United 
Kingdom and other European impe
rial powers , there has been a massive 
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Drugs are big business 

Left: 
Opium-smoking in South-East 
Asia. Commercial motives 
among the European imperial 
powers in the nineteenth cen
tury encouraged the opium 
trade. 
Photo CIRIC © 

Right: 
Why the insatiable need for 
drugs such as alcohol? Does it 
reflect the growing self-asser
tion of youth-since drug use 
and abuse is primarily an activ
ity of the young? 
Photo CIRIC ©and WHO/P. Hendricks 

international trade in the cultivation 
and distribution of opiates and related 
substances. Opium in the East , like 
rum and guns elsewhere, was offered 
by European traders in return for 
spices, silk and tea from China and the 
East. Now developed and developing 
countries alike are struggling to con
tain what has been termed "the global 
heroin economy," which includes 
street dealing in Manhattan, the prob
lems of opium farmers in India , Paki
stan, Sri Lanka and Thailand , and 
smuggling networks which criss-cross 
the world's airways and oceans. Her
oin use is spreading in poppy-growing 
countries themselves. 

While alcohol and nicotine tend to 
be regarded as licit drugs and the 
opiates in general are under elaborate 
international controls, other mind
a,ltering substances, such as cannabis 
and industrially produced psycho
tropic drugs, occupy a sort of no-man's 
land. One popular Jamaican rhyme 
reverses the usual image of alcohol as 
the superior, status-related drug and 
ganja (marijuana) as the inferior, 
down-market product: 

You drink white, rum you tumble 
down; 

You smoke kali weed, you succeed. 
The dramatic expansion of psycho

tropic drug prescribing in Scandinavia, 
the UK and North America in the 
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1960s and 1970s was largely sanc
tioned by the medical profession. Only 
recently has it begun to provoke 
alarm, and there is evidence that a 
similar epidemic of drug use is spread
ing to the Third World . 

So why is there this seemingly insa
tiable need for drugs? Is it a reflection 
of the growing self-assertion of youth 
throughout the world, given that drug 
use and abuse, particularly of the illicit 
kind, is primarily an activity of the 
young? Does it reflect a world-wide 
loss of confidence, an international 
epidemic of anxiety and demoralisa
tion that is being "treated" by a 
wholesale recourse to intoxication? Is 
it a quirk of statistics? After all, it is 
often pointed out that no reliable 
statistics have ever been kept of the 
amounts consumed in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America of traditional fruit- or 
cereal-based alcoholic drinks. 

There is hardly an expert in this area 
who does not believe that many fac
tors play their part in drug use. But 
most would agree that the strongest 
single cause of the high levels of 
consumption is the rate of production 
and the energy and enthusiasm with 
which the product is marketed. Any 
nation will drink more alcohol, 
smoke more cigarettes or abuse more 
opiates if the relevant drug is made 
more available. 

Not surprisingly, doctors and 
nurses, primary health care workers 
and interested members of the public 
are beginning to realise that the key 
to reducing drug- and alcohol-related 
problems lies in controlling produc
tion, marketing, retailing and distribu
tion. And this realisation, in turn, sets 
the stage for a difficult confrontation 
between those anxious to reduce the 
negative impact of drugs on society 
and those for whom the production 
and distribution of such drugs repre
sents a livelihood. 

To paraphrase Sir William Osier, 
the desire to take drugs is one feature 
which distinguishes man, the animal, 
from his fellow creatures. It is, as that 
wise Canadian physician observed , 
one of the most serious difficulties 
with which we have to contend. He 
foresaw in the success of the pharma
cists in producing remarkable re
medies the danger that we would be
come used to assuming that for every 
ill there is a pill . That danger, if 
international statistics do indeed mean 
what they appear to mean, is already 
upon us. A Pandora's box has been 
opened, and a host of evils have been 
poured on the world. But let us not 
forget that, in the ancient Greek 
legend of Pandora, it was said that 
hope alone remained at the bottom of 
her box as a comfort to mankind . • 
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