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Meeting the threat ol drug abuse 

U n March of this year. representa
tives from 30 countries met at Lan
caster House. London, for a confer

ence of Ministers of Health on narcotic 
and psychotropic drug misuse. This 
conference provided a unique oppor
tunity for the collective views of these 
governments to be brought to the at
tention of the world community . Their 
joint statement will be put before the 
1987 UN Conference on Drug Abuse. 

The misuse of narcotic and psycho
tropic drugs leads to many other kinds 
of problem as well, but the focus of the 
London conference was specifically on 
health problems and on the action that 
health ministries can take to counter 
this threat. 

by Marcus Grant 

Action to reduce health problems 
arising from narcotic and psychotropic 
drug misuse still has to face powerful 
political and economic interests that are 
opposed to effective programmes. This 
is true at both national and international 
levels . Within and between countries. 
there are forces at work that seek to 
undermine efforts to develop a com
prehensive response to the health prob
lems related to drug misuse. The chal
lenge to the health sector is to dispel 
uncertainty about preventive and cura
tive action and to mobilise the will of 
ordinary people to join in the efforts to 
control drug-related problems. 

Unfortunately, both nationally and in
ternationally, the information available 

on the nature and extent of drug abuse 
problems is far from adequate . Al
though the general upward trend is 
clear, estimates of production and con
sumption are uncertain and information 
on the prevalence of particular prob
lems, including dependence, is very 
hard to obtain . There are many reasons 
for this. some of which relate to the 
illegal nature of the substances . 

A preventive strategy begins from an 
awareness of the multiplicity of factors 

Stomach pump treatment for a patient 
suffering from a drug overdose. Powerful 
forces are at work, seeking to undermine 
efforts to counteract drug misuse. 
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involved in narcotic and psychotropic 
drug misuse. Efforts in recent years to 
reduce the supply of drugs through 
control mechanisms have not been suf
ficient to deal with the rising demand . 
As the emphasis shifts towards giving 
higher priority to st rategies aimed at 
reducing demand. the health sector 
must expect to play a more and more 
central role in developing national and 
international responses. 

Reducing demand will call for much 
more than health education, although 
the importance of educational strat
egies shou ld not be forgotten. Much 
health education has in the past been 
directed exclusively at young people. 
Although they remain an important 
group, others. such as parents and 
community leaders. must not be left 
out of the programme. 

it will also be important to change the 
practice of health professionals. and 
this will include training medical prac
titioners in better prescribing practices 
and appropriate legal measures. The 
development of activities at the com
munity level . mobilising the will of the 
people to take action to counter the 
threat of drug abuse. will greatly streng
then a national programme of preven
tion. Community development is based 
on knowledge of the community and its 
problems; individuals need to be iden
tified within the community who will 
work closely with the health sector. A 
programme of education and preven
tion should therefore involve the active 
participation of community leaders in its 
design, delivery and evaluation . 

On one level, a national policy on 
narcotic and psychotropic drugs cannot 
be separated from the overall national 
policy on health. but equally a national 
drugs policy will involve the essential 
collaboration of many other sectors 
of government. For each country, the 
process of defining a national drugs 
policy will require a balance between 
concerns for mental hea lth. for wider 
health issues. and for overall national 
development. 

A national policy, once formulated. 
must be kept under review. Within the 
framework of the policy, a national plan 
of action can be developed that leads to 
specific programme steps in preven
tion. treatmer-~t. research and training. 
But this occurs within a changing politi
ca l and economic climate. As circum-
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stances change, so must some aspects 
of the national programme. What re
mains constant is the commitment to 
long-term action and the recognition 
that the solution to drug misuse prob
lems lies in prolonged effort rather than 
in unplanned or uncoordinated initia
tives. however sensational some of 
those may be. Planning national pro
grammes means planning for action by 
many people working in harmony. 

Opportunities for international collab
oration are most likely to develop out 
of national policies on narcotic and 
psychotropic drug misuse. Thus. tech
nical cooperation between developing 
countries can, for example, include al
ready existing programmes to control 
drug misuse problems in each of the 
countries involved . Equally, linkages be
tween developing and developed coun
tries are likely to grow in strength as the 
advantages of effective cooperation 
become apparent. Producing countries 
and consuming countries may view 
drug misuse problems from somewhat 
different perspectives. but they are 
likely to be united in their con
cern to minimise their adverse health 
consequences. 

Despite social, cultural, economic 
and political differences. countries can 
learn from each other's failures as well 
as from each other's successes. All too 
often, experiments are repeated that 
are known by others to have been 
unproductive. A fuller and more open 
exchange of all types of experience at 
community and national level can lead 
to a better international response. 

Not only W HO but also other United 
Nations agencies certainly need to in
crease their current level of activities. 
Just as a com mitment to action is 
essential to make national programmes 
effective. so too is that commitment 
important for international efforts. The 
international agenc'ies have the techni
cal capacity and the will to take action . 
By eo-sponsoring the conference in 
London and by taking responsibility for 
its scientific preparation. WHO has 
demonstrated its w illingness to inten
sify its own efforts. In fol lowing up the 
recommendations of the conference, 
WHO and the participating countries will 
be working together to meet the major 
threat to the world's health that is being 
created by the misuse of narcotic and 
psychotropic drugs. • 

Vienna 
Conference 1987 

Drug abuse presents as des
tructive a threat to present and 
future generations as the plagues 
which swept many parts of the 
world in earlier centuries. Unless 
controlled. its effects could be 
even more insidious and devastat
ing. In order to coordinate a con
certed and determined struggle on 
the part of the entire world com
munity, an International Confer- . 
ence on Drug Abuse and Illicit 
Trafficking will be held at ministe
rial level in June next year. at the 
International Centre in Vienna . 

A resolution of the UN General 
Assembly last December strongly 
urged all states to summon the 
utmost political will to combat 
drug abuse and illicit trafficking by 
generating increased political. cul
tural and social awareness. it also 
called upon the UN, the specialised 
agencies and other organizations 
of the UN system and non-govern
mental organizations to give the 
highest attention and priority pos
sible to international means to 
combat illicit production of. traf
ficking in, and demand for drugs. 

The resolution emphasises the 
need for all states to ratify the 
existing drug control treaties and 
to make serious efforts to comply 
with the provisions of these instru
ments . In convening the 1987 
Vienna Conference. it urged the 
adoption of a comprehensive 
multi-disciplinary outline of future 
activities. which will focus on 
concrete and substantial issues di
rectly relevant to the problems. 
The Conference will undertake an 
in-depth review of existing mech
anisms. and will suggest govern
mental. inter-governmental and 
non-governmental objectives for 
combating all forms of drug abuse. 
drawing up strategic legislation 
and improving UN coordination. 

At this Conference. a thorough 
review will be given to subjects 
ranging from supply of substances 
of abuse to a reduction in demand. 
WHO has a special interest in these 
subjects and in particular in reduc
ing demand . The ministries of 
health have specific responsi
bilities in the area of epidemi
ological investigation. treatment 
and prevention of drug abuse. • 
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