


Government takes active interest

There is a growing consensus among the public
that drugs are dangerous, and middle-class
America has pushed the “war on drugs” to the
top of its political agenda, ironically just as drug
use has begun to decline in middle-class
neighborhoods.

Politicians, likewise, are devoting an unprece-
dented amount of time, attention, and funding
toward the problem. In the House of Represen-
tatives so far this year, 245 of the 1,099 bills
introduced concern the drug issue.

The Department of Defense has become an in-
tegral player in attempting to close American
borders to illicit drugs, at an estimated annual
cost of $2 billion; and these efforts have been
stepped up since last year, when the Depart-
ment of Defense spent 16,000 hours perform-
ing drug interdiction surveillance from the air
and 2,500 “ship days” patrolling with Coast
Guard law enforcement officers at a cost of
$67 million to the public.

The federal budget for drug law enforcement
rose from $800 million to $2.5 billion between
1981 and 1988, the largest such increase in
U.S. history. Treatment and prevention pro-
grams receive another $940 million annually.

Current policy debate centers not on whether
to appropriate huge sums toward the drug
problem, but how best to spend the budgeted
money. Experts agree that effectively policing
the influx of drugs to the United States is not
the answer to the country’s drug problem, and,
therefore, should not consume as large a pro-
portion of the budget as it has.

Reduce the demand, and the supply will taper
off in turn, or so says a panel of authorities on
the subject. Accomplishing the reduction in
demand for illegal drugs requires a careful

balance of law enforcement and treatment,
education and prevention. It has become a
matter of both foreign and domestic policy, so
leaders in both arenas must be willing to co-
operate toward achieving a common goal.

Unified effort urged

If America is to gain control of the war on
drugs, it must rethink its strategy and engage
in a comprehensive anti-drug effort.

Inter-agency conflicts such as those that have
been the subject of recent publicity, must be
resolved, and cooperation sought in exchange.
In-fighting among the three federal organiza-
tions responsible for drug interdiction—the
Drug Enforcement Agency, the Coast Guard,
and the U.S. Customs Service—serves only to
detract from any unified efforts. Instead, we
should agree upon a strategy to win the war.
Consideration should be given to a 10-year
plan, as such a plan would have at least one
distinct advantage: it would not be adversely
affected by changes in the administration; the
strategy would be strictly adhered to regardless
of who is elected president or which party
controls Congress.

Recently, programs designed to reduce demand
for drugs received a 40 percent budget cut
over a five-year period. Those monies were
channeled into law enforcement to control the
ingress of drugs to the United States; conse-
quently, prevention and treatment programs
suffered. A comprehensive 10-year strategy
would discourage such dramatic shifts in fund-
ing that are the inevitable product of changing
administrations and their varying ideas of how
best to curb the problem.

The National Drug Policy Board is already in
place to settle battles between the DEA, the
Coast Guard, and the Customs Service. The
organization could serve as the governing
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board for the plan, with one person appointed
“drug czar” to coordinate the activities of
these and some 20 other agencies that are in-
volved in drug control.

Included as an integral part of the 10-year
strategy would be education and prevention, as
well as law enforcement programs and treat-
ment. Although authorities dispute the effec-
tiveness of education in discouraging drug use,
all indications are that it has a significant
enough deterrent value to merit continued, but
not necessarily enhanced, funding. A study of
high school students who had received some
drug education revealed that 55 percent
thought it had curbed their interest in ex-
perimenting with drugs. This 55 percent is a
healthy enough majority to keep these educa-
tion efforts alive.

Treatment programs, however, must receive
improved funding. If the country wants to
make headway against the drug problem—and
the problems such as AIDS and crime that
result from it—we must be willing to provide
prompt treatment to all who seek it. Chemical
dependency centers are overcrowded and are
now forced to turn away those in need of treat-
ment. More centers must be constructed and
staffed to help those who need help.

In addition, criminal suspects—adults and
juveniles alike—should face mandatory drug
testing upon arrest. The population of federal
and state prisons has jumped from 200,000 to
more than 550,000 since 1970. Many of those
inmates would not be incarcerated if they
could control their drug use. An arrestee who
tests positive for illegal drug use should be
given the opportunity by the courts to receive
treatment for the underlying cause of his or
her criminal behavior. Those opting for treat-
ment would free up much needed jail and
prison space while benefiting from the treat-
ment they need.

These offenders and others arrested on minor
possession charges should be punished in an
alternative manner. The Director of the White
House Office of Drug Abuse Policy has rec-
ommended a combination of social censure
and personal loss as alternative punishments.
For instance, he suggests that the 16-year-old
caught with a small amount of marijuana
should be sentenced to mop the courthouse
each Saturday for eight weeks. One Indiana
town has adopted a program by which a per-
son arrested on a minor drug charge would be
released, but must participate in a urine moni-
toring program, the cost of which is charged
to the arrestee.

Rather than approach the nation’s drug problem
with futile attempts at legalization or simply by
lessening the supply of drugs into the country, we
instead must focus our attention on reducing illegal
drug use. The encouraging trend toward a decline
in drug use among the educated and the affluent
is matched by a disturbing countertrend toward an
increase in drug use among the poor and the un-
educated, especially those of the inner cities. With
politicians’ interest in the drug problem having
reached an all-time high, we must persuade them
not to abandon the cause once the use of illicit
drugs has all but ceased in our better neighbor-
hoods; to do so is to write off the future of an en-
tire segment of the population. The “war” on drugs
must extend to the streets, and, for the sake of
Americans across all socioeconomic strata, we
must prevail.
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