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Substance Abuse and Deprivation of Freedom

Faced with this situation, the first programmes
that most countries have set up are in-prison
treatment schemes, favouring substitution with
methadone, morphine and, currently only in one
prison in Switzerland (The Kost Project), also
with heroin. A second step has been to ackno-
wledge, for once and for all, on a public level,
the enormous problem of drug abuse in prisons
around the world, and consequently, to set up
needle exchange schemes. 

Programmes providing alternatives to the depri-
vation of freedom, however, seem to occupy a
secondary place on the agendas of the Public
Administration, of countries with a voice in the
international forums. The facilities to which the
courts most refer drugs-addicted inmates, are:
sentence serving flats, therapeutic communi-
ties, and outpatient treatments. These alternati-
ves to prison programmes encounter two
fundamental problems for speeding up their
development: the first is financial, it is cheaper
to create an in-prison programme than to fund a
programme outside, and the second is a
problem of coordination, as cooperation is

required between the Specific Services of
Attention for Drug Addicts in Custody, the
Prison Social Services, and the National or
Regional Drugs Plans. 

If it is true that this type of programme should
tackle the problems indicated, it is no less true
that the statistics offer data that indicate the
necessary implementation of the same. As an
example: between 60% and 90% of all drugs-
related crimes in Belgium, Germany, Greece,
France, Ireland, Austria, Finland, Switzerland
and the United Kingdom are for consumption or
possession of drugs for personal use (OEDT,
2002). This means there is a need to seek
therapeutic solutions to a greater extent than
penal or administrative solutions.

As for the type of person we are talking about,
the drug addict with legal and criminal
problems, their average profile (overlooking the
infinite range of varieties), is as follows : 

male (much higher percentage than women),
around 70% aged under 30 years (most
between 26 and 35); 

Psychoactive substance abuse and legal or criminal problems are turning out to be a cruel
partnership that is expanding with traits of a pandemic throughout the entire developed or
developing geographical areas: the Americas, Eastern and Western Europe, Asia, Australia,
Africa, etc. These areas contemplate how specific services for arrested substance abusers, do
not only continue to report very high indicators with respect to people arrested without drug
abuse problems, but also, that in areas such as Russia, Eastern Europe and Africa, the propor-
tion of drugs abusers infected with HIV is growing dramatically. And the problem does not stop
there, as Prison Institutions show data that confirm the large number of inmates who are infec-
ted with HIV whilst in prison.
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the most common type of offence is crime
against property followed by crimes against
public health; 
the psychoactive substance most consumed
by these is heroin in combination with
cocaine; 
the main route of administration is rotating
from intravenous to smoking (although intra-
venous use is still very much used, with
variations depending on the country); 
an increase in the number of people in
custody who are in outpatient treatment for
methadone substitution at the time of being
arrested; 
the majority have primary studies or lower
level education, and as for their work situa-
tion, the majority were unemployed when
arrested.

To finish, a few statistics details of some Prison
Drugs Systems around the world : 

in Germany, 50% of addict prisoners are
intravenous users and most are infected with
Hepatitis C virus and HIV. 
Russia has a serious problem, with 317,000
active addicts on the streets and 102,000
inmates with drug addiction problems, of
which an alarming percentage are HIV
carriers without access to treatment. 

Crossing the Italian border, we find that 43%
of women put in prison for drugs have exer-
cised prostitution, and 54.4% have been
raped… (Cranstoun Drug Services, London,
2002) 
and finally, we note that between 180,000
and 600,000 drugs users per year pass
through European prison systems.

As an optimistic conclusion, we can say that in
the light of the data available, drug addicts in
prison have changed from a situation of near
invisibility, to being a central and important
group both for civil society and for the Public
Administrations. 

As a result of this new situation of visibility, the
EMCDDA published a genuinely interesting
conclusion relating to European prisons: "A high
percentage of inmates report that drugs are the
main exchange currency in prisons".
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