MATTHEW PARRIS

50 SOME people can combine a
hercin habit with an otherwise normal
life? So what else is new? It is no dis-
credit to Glasgow Caledonian Universi-
ty —— but a sharp warning to the purvey-
ors of “responsible” offidal information
— that it takes a team of academics, a
sample of 126 heroin users, many
months of research, and a bill for

4,000 to the Scottish Executive to
establish what anyone with so much as
a nodding acguaintance with the prob-
lems of drug addiciion should know
already. So should those who have
lived in the Far East Heroin destroys
some peopie and not others.

1 have known this for about thirty
vears. A couple of friends have for dif-
férent and extended periods of their
lives been addicted to heroin. MNeither is
addicted now, neither would recom-
mend the drug, but both have told me
that for them and for others whom
they knew, it proved possibie to stabi-
lise their use of heroin at a level that
did not destroy their working or domes-
tic lives, or appear to damage their
health. The Glasgow research found
that among its sample, 70 per cent of
those who had used heroin for more
than seven years had not experienced
serious health probiems as a result.

That is not to say they were not
addicted. So are serious tobacco smok-

©and many steady drinkers. They
—<ed their daily fix; they would suffer
acute withdrawal symptoms if they
tried to stop it; and they would find life
much lfess tolerable without it. This is
real addiciion and it is rife in ow
society, The list of culpable chemicals
includes  alechol, tobacco, - anti-
depressants, cocaine, crack, heroin and
(arguably) marfjuana, probably in some-
thing like that order of prevalence,

Not all are egually addictive and
nheroin is certainly among the most
addictive, though T am not convineed it
15 more 30 than nicotine, a really hard
drug. I have seen anpuished smokers
and alcoholics struggle as painfully
with their habit as some herom-users.

Nor are all equally available, which
complicates the comparison; as does
the fact that the use of drugs such as
heroin involves the addict willy-nilly in
crime; while the flegality of the drug
drives the cost beyoad many addicts’
reach, provoking farther erime.

Hercin also suppresses hunger, so if
the user turns w crime and begins to
peglect himself things can spiral out of
control. My guess is that loss of self-
respect plays a big part, but it is difficult
to establish how far this is an effect, or
how far a cause, of addiction. The

researchers at Glasgow Caledonian
would acknowledge that men and wom-
en who are managing their habit suc-
cessfully might be more likely to volun-
teer their story. David Shewan, the co-
author of the report, has rightly said
that his findings should be treated with
caution.

What is undoubtedly true is that
heroin is a dangerous drug, which can
wreck lives. What this study shows,
however, is that in the direct experi-
ence of many people, heron does not
atways do so. Both truths seemn to me
important io know. If we balieve in free
speech and personal choice we should
have no difficalty in agreeing that
neither should be suppressed.

Which is why the response of the
anti-drug “community” so depresses
me. David Pentland, a drug worker, has
featured in a number of media reports
comnmenting “To put this mformaton
out into society is totally irresponsibie.”
Shona Robison, the Scottish National
Party's health spokesman, called the
research “a waste of money”. No media
outlet I have encountered this wesl
has felt able to publish the finding with-
out appending o its report crificiam,
not of its accuracy, but of the very act

‘of publishing it. The SNP seem fo

guestion even the comuissioning of
the ressarch. .

This is stupld. Official Britain should
ask itself why government warnings
and roedia scares are so often ignored,
particularly by the young Why, for
instance, do you suppose that nothing

‘My generation had
warnings of “reefer
madness”; we tried it

and nothing happened’

any adult says about Ecstasy, no lurid
headline the Daily Mail runs about the
untold numbers of deaths threatened
by this {now fading) drug of clubbars’

_choice, seems to be taken seriously in

youth culture? The answer is obvious.
Because politicians, civil servants and
newspapers keep telling lles and ped-
dling distortions about drugs to scare
peopie. Young people’s own direct expe-
rience teaches them that death or even
collapse from the use of Ecstasy is
unusual, and where people do collapse
it is almost always because of violent
abuse of the drug, dehydration or a
polluted supply.

My own generation remember the
American films about “reefer madness™
and the propaganda we were bombard-
ed with sugpesting that one puff of
marijuana would turn us intc crazed
monsters. We tried a puff and nothing
happened. Next time we heard an
official warning about drugs we took it
less seriousty.

But this goes beyond heroin, beyond
drugs. In every ares of life, “safety first”
has become a reason for high-minded
mendacity, and high-minded menda-
Gty is devalping official warmnings of
every kind and widening the credibility
gap between authority and the commo-

5.2,
nality, about which politicians love to
bleat

In Zist-century Europe the cries of
the weli-intentioned brigade of precau-
ton-mongers have become all too
familiar. “Better err on the side of cau-
fion!" they parrotr “Cne-death-is-a-
death-too-many!” These pecple are
habitual Hars. Leaflets, pamphlets, pub-
lic service announeements, govemn-
ment advice notes and relentiess pun-
ditry are their medium; alarm i their
message; and whenever there could —
Jjust could — be risk to ife or limb. acou-
racy is a secondary consideration, Chal-
lenged over their carelessness with the
truth, the sanctimony of the precy-
tion-mongers is prodigious. They love
the word “responsible”; “if it saves one
iife...” they squawk, casting a reproach-
tul glanee in your direction: and tut-tut-
ting about “rresponsibility”.

But it is they who are responsible.
Crying wolf is the greatest iresponsibili-
ty of all Every exaggerated warning,
wrongly trusted, erodes all trust; every
piece of untruthful advice meant to scare
undermines ali official advice; evary pro-
hibitten proved pointless breeds disre-
gard of &l prohibjtion. When our mas-
ters really do need our trust, they may
find we are no longer listening,

I no loager turn off mv mobile phone
ins aeroplanes; 1 just switch it to “stient”.
For at least the past five veurs it must
have been plain to all regutar air passen-
gers that {f moblies really did interfere
with the electronics in the cockpit,
planes would be dropping out of the
sky like pheasants on 2 January Satur-
day. I ro longer attend to that ritual-
ised modern ballet, the air steward’s
safety instructions, because T have
never, ever, heard of a single case n
which they saved a life.

Ino longer divert when { see the sign
“road-ciosed — access only” becanse
maost of the time the road is open if you
navigate round a sand-heap. I ne long-
er empty my pockets of change as in-
structed at security checkpoint ¥eray
machines, because non-ferrous metals
do not seem {0 register. | no longer
stop automatically at red traffic lghts
in Spain because there may be no cross-
reads: local councile have gained
powers. to  instal  dummy-lights
designed only fo slow fraffic.

Asa pedestrian [ ignore those vile gal-
vanised steei barriers at road intersec-
tions, now erected regardless of the dan-
ger and as a matter of course. 3o I
clinb over them as a matter of course.
And | have been eating food which has
passed its sell-by date for at least as
tong as the heromn addicts in that Glas-
gow research have bhezen managing
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‘their habit ajon?side an otherwise nor-

mal life. I smell food to decide if it is off.

The more you try to ratchet up pub-
lic anxiety in hopes of protecting a few
by misinforming the many, the more
the public’s indifference to official infor-
mnation is ratcheted up in response, Yes,
heroin kills; speed kills; carelessness
kills. But by robbing warnings of their
authority, you rob authorily of its
power to warm, Drugs do kill; but exag-
geration kills too.
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