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Abstract

During the 20th century, support for & deontological approach to illicit
drugs grew steadily. As a decntological framework was invoked, how
goals were accomplished was considered more impartant than what was
achieved, Accordingly, global drug prohibition was considered right even
though illicit drug production and consumption, deaths, disease, crime
and official corruption increased steadily. In the last decades aof the
20th century, consequentialist approaches to drugs began to receive
increasing support. Drug policy was now considered marally right if it
produced predominantly beneficial consequences, The advent of an HIV
pandemic in the last quarter of the 20th century changed the nature of
injecting drug use irrevocably, just as injecting drug wse changed the
course of the HIV epidemic. HIV spread among injecting drug users led
to increased support for *harm reduction’. The scientific debate about
harm reduction, which is now over, has essentially been between conse-
quentialists and their deontological critics. The paramount aim of ham
reduction is to reduce the health, social and economic costs of drug use.
Reducing drug consumption can be a means to this end. Harm reduc-
tion strategies have been recognized as being effective, safe and cost-
effective for at least 15 years. The paramount need now is to avercome
the conventional reliance on drug law enforcement, the major barrier to
implementing harm reduction strategies in time and on sufficient scale,
Because of the limited benefits, high costs and severe unintended nega-
tive consequences of global drug prohibition, increasing consideration is
being given to possible altermative armangements for drugs.

The ethical basis of drug policy

Ethics involves the systematizing, defending and recommending
of concepts of right and wrang behaviour. It is usually divided
into three areas: meta-ethics, normative ethics and applied ethics,
‘Meta-ethics” involves consideralion of the origins and meaning
of ethical principles including their possible social construction or
derivation from individual emotions. “Normative ethics” attempts
1o identify moral standards which regulate right and wrong
conduct, including good habits that should be acquired, duties
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that should be followed or the consequences of our behaviour
on curselves and others, *Applied ethics' is the consideration of
specific controversial issues using the conceptual tools of meta-
ethics and normative ethics to try to resolve these issues, Norma-
tive ethics has been particularly important in the evolution of
drug policy.

In deontological ethics, decisions are based mainly on the
duties of an individual and the rights of others. This means that
an individual's behaviour or decisions can be considered wrong
even il quite acceplable oulcomes eveniuated. In a deontologi-
cal approach, how goals are accomplished is considered more
important than what is achieved.

In contrast in a consequentialist approach, the outcomes of a
particular action or decision are regarded as the basis for proper
moral assessment of that action. Thus, according to a consequen-
tialist framework, morally right actions are those whereby an
action produces predominantly beneficial consequences. A con-
cern often expressed about consequentialism is that it appears 1o
justify an ‘ends justifies the means’ approach,

The last century of drug policy

At the beginning of the 20th century, the international regulation’
of psychoactive drugs was minimal to non-existent. This began to
change with the convening by the U5A in 3hanghai in 1909 of the
International Opium Commission,' the first multinational drug-
control initiative. A major concern of the USA was the UK arrang-
ing for opium, originating from colonial India, being foisted upon
an unwilling China. Many Chinese deeply resented this policy.
This led o the two Opium Wars of the 19th century between
China the UK, which China lost to its much more technologically
advanced opponent.

The 1909 International Opium Commission led 1o a series of
subsequent international meetings including a second Interna-
tional Opium Commission,! again instigated by the USA and this
time held in Geneva in 1925 under the aegis of the League of
Nations, This meeting laid the foundation for the global prohibi-
tion of opium, cocaine and cannabis unless required for medi-
cal or scientific purposes. Subsequently, three international drug
treaties were negotiated and these were ratified and signed by
almost all countries in the world.

Although a number of countries have over the years been
important in the development, implementation and expansion
of global drug prohibition, none has been more important than
the USA. A network of organizations was established? within the
United Mations [UN] to develop, implement and monitor drug
policy. Countries that had signed and ratified the treaties were
obliged to pass domestic legislation defining the cultivation, pro-
duction, sale, purchase, possession and consumption of specified
drugs as criminal activities attracting punishment. Those treaties!
are: the Single Convention on Marcotic Drugs, 1961, which estab-
lished the International Narcotics Control Board (INCB): that
Convention as amended by the 1972 Protocol; the 1971 Conven-
tion on Psychotropic Substances; and the 1988 United MNations
Convention against llicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psycho-
tropic Substances, The treaties also required signatory nations to
provide adequate treatment for drug-dependent persons seeking
help, although this received wvery little emphasis from interna-
tional autharities,
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