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Current polides and efforts not effective in curbing drug use
Jessica Vitak

Copy Editor

Ecstasy. Ketamine. GHB. 
Ritalin. The world of small-name 
drugs like marijuana has changed a 
lot since the days of free love. 
Today’s drug users have moved on 
to bigger and better things in the 
world of narcotics as the faces of 

. users get younger and younger.
The war on drugs, which has 

been a mainframe of the country’s 
image since the 1970s, has steadily 
become a losing ̂ ttle . Monitoring 
the Future Survey revealed in 1998 
that while marijuana use among 
high school students had decreased 
by 0.5 percent, crack use increased 
by 0.5 percent. Heroin use among 
eighth graders doubled. Use of party 
drugs, especially ecstasy, has also 
steadily increased in the last de
cade.

But is drug use among teens 
and young adults truly a problem 
the public should worry about? Elon 
College students think so.

“I think many people under
estimate how serious and wide
spread drug use is in college,” 
sophomore Jacob Jarvis said. “Hard 
drugs often get overlooked because

alcohol is so prominent on cam
puses.”

While alcohol is not to be 
ignored as an abused substance, the 
lack of attention given to other drugs 
can lead to long-term problems in 
students, from memory loss to brain 
damage to death.

“People just don ’ t think about 
the consequences of their actions 
when they do drugs. They think 
they are immortal, or they’ve done 
it before and liked the effects,” 
sophomore Ashley McBride said. 
“They don’t realize that the pill you 
take this time may be cut with some
thing deadly.”

Cutting of ecstasy pills with 
other substances, such as the drugs 
PMA and DXM, should be a focal 
point of drug education in today’s 
schools because the drug is so 
widely abused among the 16-25 
age demographic. The Drug Abuse 
Warning Network, which reports 
on drug-related deaths in the United 
States, published a report stating 
there were 27 reported ecstasy-re- 
lated deaths between 1994 and 
1998.

Some may believe this num
ber is low, but one must realize that 
virtually all these deaths are among
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One of the most disturbing statistics comes from the 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, which 
estimated in 1999 that 87.7 million Americans over the 
age of 12 have used illicit drugs at least once. This is 
more than one-third of the American population.
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teenagers. In fact, when including 
■ all classes of illegal drugs, federal 
research conducted on drug use 
shows that in 1999, more than half 
of all students tried an illegal sub
stance before graduating from high 
school.

But if current drug legisla
tion is not working, what is being 
done to prevent more unnecessary 
deaths among the U.S. teen and 
young adult population? 
DanceSafe, a peer- education group 
based in California, may have part 
of the answer.

“We know that 30 years of 
drug policies have fa iled ,” 
DanceSafe president Emanuel 
Sferios said at The State of Ecstasy 
Conference in San Francisco ear
lier this year. “Harm reduction, or 
educating users on how to properly 
use drugs is a much better way of 

keeping young people 
safe.”

DanceSafe tests 
ecstasy pills at raves to 
make sure they contain 
pure MDMA (ecstasy) 
and not other, more 
harmful substances. This 
raises a very controver
sial issue for anti-drug 
proponents. By offering 
to test pills for free, is 
DanceSafe not promot
ing drug use?

Many people 
would disagree. Repre
sentatives from one 
group working to reduce 
the harm caused by drug 
abuse. Common Sense 
for Drug Policy (CSDP), 
believe DanceSafe’s ap
proach to fighting the 
drug war is much more 
effective than current 
federal attempts.

A recent CSDP re
port states there is no 
conclusive evidence

showing a link between advertis
ing and drug abuse reduction. In 
fact, such advertising may have the 
reverse effect on children. The 
group examined anti-drug messages 
of the 1960s, which focused on the 
dangers of glue-sniffmg. Because 
it was virtually unknown prior to 
its publicity, more students began 
to try it after they heard about the 
anti-glue-sniffmg campaign.

CSDP also reported on the 
effectiveness of student-based 
groups like DARE in curbing drug 
use. Federally funded research by 
the Research Triangle Institute re
cently found that DARE “had no 
effect on youth and young adult 
drug use, and that DARE students 
were no less likely to use drugs 
than students who were not involved 
in the program,” the Web site said.

If millions of federal dollars 
and years of effort to decrease drug 
use among students has failed, what 
can be done in the war on drugs?

Elon junior John Kline says 
current policies need to be changed. 
“Today’s drug campaigns and leg
islation are too extreme,” he said. 
“We need to put anti-drug advertis
ing on the same level with the people 
who use them - kids. Education 
about drug use should focus on real 
statistics, not scare tactics. Students 
will respond more to stories about 
their peers.”

DanceSafe and CSDP agree 
with this statement and are work
ing to change current policies in 
hopes of changing the tide in the 
drug war,

“The U.S. is the only country 
in the Western world that does not 
have harm-reducing measures as 
standard policy for dealing with 
illicit drug use in clubs and raves,” 
Sferios said. “Clubs should be regu
lated (in terms of harm reduction) 
so promoters have to find safe places 
for parties and kids.”

A major step in this battle has

been taken by the media, which is 
giving more realistic and compre
hensive coverage of current drug 
use in America. MTV and 48 
Hours, prominently viewed by 
teenagers and adults alike, aired 
back-to-back specials on ecstasy 
on Nov. 30,2000. Both programs 
discussed why current legislation 
is failing and stressed that effec
tive public policy on drug use will 
only come about through calm, 
rational and open dialogue.

Elon has also realized the 
depth of this issue and is working 
to have more realistic discussions 
on the issue. On a March episode 
of the show University, which is 
syndicated in 12 states and shown 
to numerous colleges around the 
country, a panel of four students 
discussed ecstasy, cocaine, ritalin 
and other popular drugs in hopes 
of bringing up more intelligent 
discussion on the topic.

Sophomore Adam 
Waterson, who participated in the 
show, said he believes something 
needs to be done by the govern
ment to change current policies. 
“The government goes about drug 
legislation in the wrong way,” he 
explained. “People who are ar
rested for possession should be 
placed in rehab, not in jails. Stricter 
legislation is obviously not solv
ing the problem because more kids 
try drugs every year.”

Waterson ’ s statement effec
tively reiterates research con
ducted by DanceSafe, CSDP and 
federal research groups. One of 
the most distiirbing statistics 
comes from the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services, 
which estimated in 1999 that 87.7 
million Americans over the age of 
12 have used illicit drugs at least 
once. This is more than one-third 
of the American population.

With statistics like this, 
many may wonder what the future 
of drug legislation will hold for 
today’s youth. People who moni
tor these things are calling for 
change. The media has taken the 
first step in this process by airing 
shows highlighting drug use in a 
more realistic manner. But as drug 
use continues to escalate, many 
wonder if the “war” on drugs will 
ever be won.'
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