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Portugal : Rethink addiction approach
Decrim nalizing personal narcotics hel ped turn corner
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LONDON -- Governments need to accept that narcotics abuse will never be eradicated
and instead treat addiction like a chronic disease, says the top drug official for
Portugal, which decriminalized drugs a decade ago.

Dr. Joao Castel-Branco Goulao said viewing drug add iction as an illness like heart

disease or diabetes allows policymakers to see addi cts not as criminal junkies but
as sick people who need health care.

"Every civilization has its drugs," he said. "It's a chronic disease, and we have
to deal with it in the same way ... by providing th e most up-to-date treatments."
While drug trafficking remains a criminal offense i n Portugal, since 2001
authorities have dispensed with arrests, trials and prison for people carrying an
amount considered a personal supply of any drug fro m matrijuana to heroin. Efforts
have instead been focused on prevention messages an d treatment.

Almost 10 years on, Goulao, who also heads the Euro pean Monitoring Center for Drugs
and Drug Addiction, said Portugal is the focus of i nternational interest.
Delegations from Norway, Australia, Peru, Colombia and Mexico, among others, have
visited, and he has been invited to speak in the Un ited States and Great Britain.
Critics of decriminalization had warned it would ma ke Portugal a paradise for "drug

tourists" and encourage use by children.

But Goulao cites a report by the Cat o I nstitut e that found that in the five years

after decriminalization, rates of illegal drug use among teenagers in Portugal
dropped and rates of new HIV infections among drug users fell. The 2009 report
described Portuguese decriminalization as a "resoun ding success" that "should guide

drug policy debates around the world."

Goulao said the number of addicts has halved from 1 990s levels, to about 50,000,
about 40,000 of whom are in treatment.

But he warns against seeing decriminalization as a quick fix. He stresses the
importance of changing attitudes first, investing i n treatment, prevention and so-
called harm-reduction measures like needle exchange s and drug substitutes.

"l don't attribute any magical property to decrimin alization on its own," he said.
"It's the whole package. If you want to change the paradigm, you have to change
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everything."
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"Decriminalization” means drug possession for perso nal use is deemed an
administrative violation. Drug trafficking is still prosecuted as a criminal
offense.
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