


widespread and entrenched problem. In recent years
many businesses have assumed the responsibility of
defending their employees and their assets against
drug abusers. According to one recent survey, 81.1
percent of major companies now use drug testing,
and one-third of job applicants in 1996 faced a drug
test as part of their screening process.

It is easy to understand why more businesses
are testing their employees and applicants for
drug abuse. DPrug abusers are less productive
and more likely to miss or be late for work.
Their use of medical benefits is eight times
higher than non-users, and they file more
claims for workers’ compensation. In fact,
workplace drug abuse may account for as much
as half of all workers’ compensation claims. In
addition, problems related to substance abuse
are a major cause of increasing workplace vio-
lence.

General studies of the effect of employee drug
abuse on businesses are supported by the expe-
rience of numerous companies. For example,
an automobile manufacturer found that its
employees who did not abuse drugs averaged
4.5 sick days per year, but its drug-using
employees averaged 40. A utility company that
correlated its workplace accidents with the
results of pre-employment drug tests discov-
ered that those who tested positive were five
times more likely to be involved in an accident
than others. It is statistics such as these that
bring the current estimate of costs to U.S. busi-
nesses from drug abuse to more than $100 bil-
lion a year.

Although more companies than ever before are
using drug tests, much remains to be done:

» Two-thirds of job seekers last year were not
tested for drug use.

» Only about 13 percent of full-time workers
ages 18-49 reported participating in @ manda-
tory drug test in 1996,

» Seventy-five percent of drug abusers are
employed. Since the most recent estimates
indicate that there were 12.8 million drug
abusers in 1995, that means there were 9.6
million drug abusers in the work force. There
is no reason to think the number is lower
today.

Who employs all these drug abusers? The
answer to that is complicated due to a patchwork
quilt of company policies and prohibitive laws.

Apparently, many drug abusers still work for
major companies. Although more than four-
fifths of major companies use drug testing, it is
not clear to what extent. For example, only 67.7
percent of them test new employees. It is also
likely that the almost one-fifth that do not test at
all employ a higher percentage of drug abusers
than other major companies. In addition, compa-
nies that do not ensure in their testing a high
level of quality assurance and a complete chain
of custody give drug abusers opportunities to
beat the test.

Some companies test applicants, but “grand-
father” employees on the payroll when testing is
initiated. Some drug abusers hold down jobs in
states and municipalities that prohibit random
testing, while other states permit random testing
only if a company has a drug rehabilitation pro-
gram.

Other drug abusers work in plants where collec-
tive bargaining contracts prevent drug testing.
For example, two sewage treatment plants in
Orange County, California, test vehicle operators
for drug use, but random testing is not permitted
by the union contract. In November, however,
plant officials announced that 30 employees
would be fired and another 60 disciplined for
drug abuse. One official estimated that from 10
to 20 percent of the plants’ work force had a
substance abuse problem.
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Shifting Patterns of Drug Abuse Raise Alarm

New Users, More Potent Drugs Cause Concern

(continued from the preceding page)
Some information is available by industry,
according to a survey of employees regarding
illegal drug use in the previous 12 months:

» Construction. Almost 22 percent

* Retail. Almost 20 percent

* Hotel/motel. 17 percent

e Wholesale. More than 15 percent

* Manufacturing. Approximately 15 percent.

There is little doubt, in any case, that the move
to drug testing by many responsible businesses
has had the effect of simply convincing abusers
to go elsewhere—to businesses that do not test.
This shift of drug abusers to other, perhaps
smaller companies has occurred at the same
time that many larger businesses are increasing-
ly engaging in outsourcing, using temporary
employees and employing contract services. So,
in many cases, drug abusers who could not get
in the front door are slipping in sideways as
consultants, temporaries or contract employees.

The irony is obvious, as is the next step in the
corporate war on drugs. Businesses with a sin-
cere commitment to a drug-free work force
should examine their vendors, contract service
companies and consulting firms to ensure that
they do not unknowingly introduce within the
corporate walls a modern version of the Trojan
Horse. A drug abuser who gains entrance to a
business site as a consultant, temporary or con-
tract employee can do just as much damage as
any regular member of the company work
force, and perhaps even more, since he or she
will most likely feel less loyalty. Such an
employee may have access to valuable propri-
etary information, manufacturing processes,
computer databases, financial data and even
security arrungements and procedures. Even
should a business not suffer the possibility of
theft, industrial espionage or workplace vio-
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lence, the drug abuser will still deprive the busi-
ness of the productivity and effectiveness it
expects and deserves.

As we approach a new century and a new millenni-
um, we also face new and heightened dangers from
illicit drug use. The nation’s long struggle against
drug abuse has seen many victories and some
notable failures. For example, the overall number of
drug abusers has stabilized, as has the use of
cocaine, which devastated so many communities.
Unfortunately, current signs indicate that the mil-
lions of dollars spent on urging youth to “Just Say
No” and similar campaigns are falling on an
increasing number of deaf ears. And highly potent
Sforms of marijuana, heroin and methamphetamine
have arrived on the scene to wreak new havoc.

After all the arrests, all the convictions, all the
lengthy sentences, and all the efforts of numerous
national administrations to halt the drug trade,
almost three-fourths of high school seniors say it is
easy to buy marijuana. Clearly, businesses will con-
tinue to bear the burden of keeping drugs out of the
workplace. We urge all businesses to adopt a zero-
tolerance policy toward drug abuse.

Security professionals can help lead the way to a
drug-free work force. Companies that do not have a
testing program should consider instituting one,
within legal restrictions. Testing programs that are
in place can be evaluated. Consulting firms, tempo-
rary agencies and contract service firms can be
queried on their testing programs as part of the
normal contracting procedure. Only with efforts
such as these can employees, vendors, visitors and
all their families be assured of a safe, drug-free
environment.

—y/
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