
Old habits die hard

China’s strong-arm approach to drug addiction does not work

Rising numbers of drug users suggest a need for a more subtle policy

A little over 20 years ago, when he was still a teenager, Lin Guangpeng tried heroin that his

friends had brought to a party near his home in the south-western province of Yunnan. Soon addicted,

Mr Lin—not his real name—spent many of the subsequent years behind bars, including several long

stretches in detention centres for drug users. He says wardens in these “compulsory isolation

detoxification” facilities put him to work in prison factories. Such places are meant to heal your body,

he says (inmates are pictured exercising). But they “damage your soul”.

China is tough on drugs. Many traffickers are among the thousands of people executed annually.

Sometimes they are paraded beforehand at public sentencing rallies. Attendees at these grim

spectacles include busloads of schoolchildren. Drug users may be punished on the spot by police.

Many are locked up in centres like the ones where Mr Lin was sent, often for stretches of two to three

years without trial. In 2017 about 320,000 people



In 2017 about 320,000 people spent time in such camps, says China’s anti-narcotics agency. That

is about 36,000 fewer than in 2016 but about 120,000 more than in 2012.

After their release from these facilities, former inmates still suffer harassment by the police. Mr

Lin’s latest incarceration(for two years) ended in 2018. He is sober, thoughtful and keen not to fall

back into addiction. But his name is still on the government’s list of drug users. Such people are liable

to be given random urine tests by police stations. Sometimes they are sprung on people when they

check into hotels or try to board planes. Mr Lin speculates that smart security cameras and

mobile-phone tracking can make it easier for police to find and test people whenever they please.

Last month President Donald Trump said he had asked his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping,

whether China had a drug problem. He said Mr Xi denied it. “We give death penalty to people who

sell drugs. End of problem,” Mr Trump quoted Mr XI as say9ing, as if in stilted English. Yet China

clearly does have a problem. The number of registered drug users(supposedly not including those who

have been clean for more than three years) has been drifting steadily upwards. In q991 there were

150,000 such people. By 2017 there were2.5m. Experts estimate that the total number of addicts is

around five times higher.

Until a few years ago China’s main problem with hard drugs involved heroin use in poor

provinces such as Yunnan that lie closest to the foreign poppy-fields of South-East Asia. These days,

however, use of hard drugs is more evenly spread across China. It more commonly involves synthetic

stimulants, chiefly methamphetamine. The drugs are still mostly smuggled in,usually from Myanmar.

Some are cooked up in illegal Chinese laboratories.

Worried by these trends, the authorities have been experimenting with less punitive methods of

controlling the demand side. The management of China’s compulsory detoxification centres has

mostly passed from the police to the judiciary. The latter is slightly more interested in providing

inmates with appropriate medical help, says one Chinese expert.

The police, meanwhile, no longer pack drug users off to such places on their first offence(though

they remain vigilant: in January police in Beijing put up notices offering a reward of 500 yuan--about

$75--for information leading to each arrest of a drug user, or 20,000 yuan for a group of then or more).



Wang Weijia of Glimmer of Hope, a charity that provides advice to drug users and their families, says

that the provision of addiction treatment at private hospitals and clinics has grown in recent year. The

number of clinics in China that are licensed to offer methadone treatment to heroin addicts(methadone

does not work for those addicted to synthetic stimulants) increased from a handful in 2004 to more

than 700 in 2013. Most of them are stat-owned. To be eligible to receive methadone addicts must

prove that they have undergone detox treatment, whether in the compulsory camps or at clinics.

But change is slow. People who go to methadone clinics or private treatment centres risk being

pounced on by police trying to meet arrest quotas. A law passed in 2008 promised more

“community-based” rehabilitation programmes. But there are still few of them and they are not very

effective. There is still no convincing sign that the government is trying to create an alternative to

detention. Officials are reasonably good at spotting heroin users, whose lives are often entirely

upturned by their addictions. But according to a paper by two criminologists at American universities,

Sheldon Zhang and Ko-Lin Chen, officers find it much trickier to pick out users of methamphetamines

and other powerful stimulants which do not at first create the same all-consuming dependency as

heroin. One expert’s guess is that the government’s registry of drugs users identifies about one-third of

the country’s heroin users but only a little over one-tenth of methamphetamine addicts.

Since 2016 several places have tried testing for drug residue in sewage in order to help the police

find addicts and traffickers. China’s anti-drug agency said this method had “transformed”

anti-narcotics work. In April 2018 the southern city of Zhongshan said the technique had led to the

arrests of 341 drug users in the preceding year.

Many officials still regard substance abuse as a moral problem rather than a medical one, says

Hao Wei of the Chinese Association of Drug-Abuse Prevention and Treatment. Political stigma

complicates the issue. In the 19th century China lost two wars against Britain that were triggered by

the smuggling of opium into China by British traders. Many Chinese blame Britain for fuelling

Chinese addiction to the drug and plunging the country into a “century of humiliation” by foreign

powers. Today’s drug users inherit some of that shame. China’s punitive approach to the problem will

not help it go away.


