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Reducing stigma for addicts
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‘ In Ieeland, for

example,
government
initiatives were
introduced in 1997
which encouraged
family and
community
bonding, as well as
state-sponsored
sports and
recreational
programmes.
These helped bring
about the steady
decline in drug
abuse amongst the
youth.

WARON DRUGS

EDUCING STIGMA FOR ADDICTS

Government and
society must work

- together to address

the problem, write
PUTERI NOR
ARIANE YASMIN
and TENGKU ILISHA
AMEERA TENGKU
ABDULLAH

N article published last
month revealed that
the number of students
who tested positive for
substance abuse is on the rise,
with school children as young as

nine years old caught experi-
menting with drugs in Kelantan.
The number of students using
drugs and not attending school
have also increased.

Paralleling this trend is the in-
crease in demand for metham-
phetamines, which are cheap and
readily available. Reasons for us-
ing drugs have ranged from peer
pressure, depression, pain relief
and stimulation. Such develop-
ments in the war against drugs
indicate that more children are at
risk of falling victims to sub-
stance abuse and the stigma at-
tached to addiction.

Indeed, the government has
taken an aggressive approach by
ramping up the number of raids
and drug busts. In the first few
months of 2018, for example, the
Narcotics Crime Investigation
Department (NCID) managed to
seize RM18.6 million worth of
drugs and made 16976 arrests.
The government must also be
commended for transforming
Malaysia’s national drug policy in
terms of better treatment for
drug users. Instead of viewing
drug addiction, treatment and re-
habilitation from a criminal per-
spective, the government has
elected to look at it from the
health and social aspect.

However, these efforts are not
enough to deal with the stigma
associated with drug users. The
problem goes beyond the penal-
ising of drug users. And, while
tough measures on the trade of
illegal drugs is imperative to dis-
rupt the supply and demand of

L tn the city recently.

drug addiction, raids and drug
busts have done little to reduce
the stigmatisation of drug users.

Breaking down the stigma of
drug users and, indeed, drug ad-
diction in general, requires a shift
in mindset. Such efforts are not
only the government’s responsi-
bility, but society’s as well. Leav-
ing it solely to the government is
not a realistic game-plan. To ef-
fectively tackle the stigmatisa-
tion of drug users, we must work
hand-in- hand with the govern-
ment.

run. Knowledge about drugs, af-
ter all, is not a crime,

If we look at Western countries
like Iceland and Finland, they
have been experiencing a dra-
matic decline in substance abuse.
Their success can be attributed
to schools incorporating a sub-
stance-abuse prevention strate-
gy and making education on sub-
stance abuse compulsory.

In Iceland, for example, govern-
ment initiatives were introduced in
1997 which encouraged family and
community bonding, as well as

It begins with —akey
ingredient that is not playing as
bigaroleasit should be in the war
against drugs. There are gaps in
our knowledge where drugs are
concerned. Its importance is un-
derstated in our social make-up
and, as a result, we have culti-
vated a culture of fear and shame
around this subject. The prevail-
ing culture is then di d by

State-sp d sports and recre-
ational programmes. These helped
bring about the steady decline in
drug abuse amongst the youth.
‘The importance of the community
and families working with the gov-
ernment, therefore, cannot be
stressed enough.

From a policy standpoint, the
government should look at best
ices and that have

misconceptions that stem from a

lack of knowledge, and what re-

mains is a dilapidating cycle for
those deemed deviant of society
and, ultimately, society itself.
Having an education pro-
gramme on drugs not only in-
forms society, particularly the
youth who are the most vulner-
able, but also allows for better
decision-making. Educating soci-
ety of the dangers of drug use, the

. different categories and types of

drugs, and finally the conse-
quences of taking these drugs,
will benefit our society in the long

pi ffective in other ries
and tweak such initiatives accord-
ingly to suit Malaysia’s social. cli-
mate.

Efforts to ramp up_education
on drugs and awareness could be
pushed by our village, and reli-
gious leaders, both of whom play
fundamental roles in shaping our
familial and I land-

[aids and drug busts are not *

abuse must be stepped up too. FILE PIC

making capabilities are deemed
haram — has informed the pre-
vailing culture to what it is today.
This contributes to the lack of ed-
ucation that exists about drugs
and drug addiction. However, ig-
noring the grey area in between
has meant that individuals have
been unable to come forward with
their struggle to overcome addic-
tion out of fear and shame.

Therefore, religious leaders
and village heads should lead ef-
forts to help break down the stig-
matisation of drug addiction.
This can be done by inciting a
healthier attitude where drug
users are concerned. This may
include assisting drug users
during their rehabilitation pro-
grammes, reintegrating them
back into society, and re-instill-
ing in them communal values
to help conquer the fear sur-
rounding this taboo, slowly but
surely.

There are many avenues for re-
ducing the stigma associated
with drugs. Working in unison
with the government will foster a
culture of openness about drug
addiction that is very much need-
ed in our society. Encouraging
such adialogue is certainly a huge
step in the right direction.

scapes.

For example, the teachings of
Islam play a key role in Muslim
families. Yet, its black and white
stance on drugs — where sub-
stances that alter our decision-
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