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Treatment, not torture

Across Asia, too many countries continue to use torture
as a weapon in their war against drug abuse

COMMENT

REBECCA SCHLEIFER

VEN in the UN's
crowded calendar,
June 26 is a big day.
Many governments
bum confiscated narcotics in
bonfires to celebrate the “Inter-
national Day Against Drug
Abuse and Hlicit Trafficking”.
Meanwhile, across town, merm-
bers of nongmvernmental
groups might organise a can-
dlelight vigil ora film screening
to mark “International Day in
Supportof Victims of Torture”,
Itwould be nice to think that
there’s ime enough in the 24
hours of une 26 to fight both
drugabuse and torture, Truth
be told, many couniries use tor-
ture, pure and simple, in their
war against drugs. This claim
isn'tentirely a rhetorical flourish:
In the "meatment and rehabilita-
tion’ centers of many coumiries,
physical and mental abuses—
which in some cases amount to
torture— are inflicted on
users in break-them-down, boot

Women and children locked up in Koh Ker, a Ministry of Social Affairs-
run rehabilitation center, last year. pHomo sUPFUED

human rights of people who use
drugs.

plewho use drugs are forced
into “treatment and rehabilita-
tion” centres without any form
of due process or trial, some-
times for months or even years.
Often nm by military or public
security officers and staffed by
people with no medical training,

eatment based on scientific

evidence. Depending on the

dd TRUTH BE TOLD, MANY
COUNTRIES USE TORTURE, PURE
AND SIMPLE, IN THEIR WAR
AGAINST DRUGS.”

camp-style discipline, towhich
the difficulty ofwithdrawal itself
palesin
International health and drg-
control agencies — including the
UM Office on Drugs and Crime,
UMAIDS and theWord Health
Organisation — all endorse com-
prehensive, evidence-based
drugdependence treatment
services, including medication-
with methadene orb
phine), both inside and ouiside
prisens to protect the health and

coumiry, “reatment” consists of
a regime of military drills, forced
labour, psychological and moral
re-education, shackling, caning
and beating. People who volun-
tarily seek treatment in such
centers are exposed to these
fomms of punishment, as are
people who are (legally or other-
wise) sent there by their parents
orrelatives.

A number of Asian countries
have such programs. In Singa-
pore, according to a goverrment
report distributed in March,

people who use digs can be
arbitrarily detained for extended
periods of time and caned if
they relapse —even though
relapse is a common symptom
of recovery. (The scenario is
cruelly ironic, given that Singa-
pore hasalso banned buprenor-
phine, one of the most effective
eatments for opioid depend-
ency, and is now jailing people
forusing it.)

In Malaysia, detainees in com-

pulsory dnig treatment centers
report that treatment involves

“act like a whale” by drinking
and spitting out dirty water, and
arecaned. InCambodia, juve-
nile detainees in a government-
mumn “Youth Rehabilitation Cent-
er” have told of being shocked
with electric batons.

In China, as many as 350,000
people are interned in manda-
tory drug-detoxification and
“re-education through labour”
centers, where they can be
held without due process for
up to three years. Treatment
consists of unpaid, forced
labour and psychological and
moral re-education — march-
ing in formation, repetitive
drills and rote repetition of
slogans (such as“drug use is

bad, Iam bad"). The UN spe-
cial rapporteur on torture has
stated that this system “can
also be considered as a form of
inhuman or degrading treat-
ment or punishment, if not
mental torture’,

Such torture and cuel, inhu-
manor degrading treatment is
not resticted todmg rehabilita-
tion centers. AsUN human
rights monitors have observed, it
isa fundamental part of marry
counimes “war againstdgs'”.
According to a recent study from
Indonesia, which irvolved inter-
views with more than 1,000 dnug
users, 62 percent of participants
reported physical abuse at the
hands of the police. These ini-
officers with hands, fists or
boots, o cigarette bums to elec-
tric shock Those interviewed
said the abuse wasusually to
coerce corfessions or to-extort
bribes. The UM special rappor-
teur on torture described as rou-
tine the torture and ill-treatmernt
of people viho use drgs by Indo-
nesian police.

Sowhich git, a day against
drugabuse or a day against tor-
ture? Governments should cre-
ate national drug policies that
ensure access to-evidence-based
drugtreatment. At the same
time, they should protect every-
one —incuding drug users—
from torture and cruel, inhuman
and degrading treatment. It is
difficult to see how people who
use drugs can get evidence-
based drug treatment if they face
torture from military or public
security forces indmig “reatment
and rehabilitation” centers.
Unless countries take positive
measures to end the useof boot
camp-style discipline in the
name of the fight against dng
abuse, the celebration of June 26
will continue to be two-faced. W

Rebecca Schleifer is advocacy direc-
tor for the Health and Human Rights
Division of Human Rights Watch,
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