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DFA’s E-Bulletin – November 
2018 

In this issue: 

 Free School drug education 

trial in your school 2019 

 Could medical cannabis be the 

new THALIDOMIDE 

 The truth about Portugal’s 

drug policy 

What’s new? ... What’s really happening 

Portugal - take a look at this drug policy 

comparison! 

↓ 

https://drugfree.org.au/images/pdf-

files/homepagepdf/Portugal_vs_Tough_on_Dru

gs02.pdf  

Here’s an extract ‘In Portugal, the ESPAD ‘last 

30 days’ survey of 16 year old cannabis use 

gives increases of 60% from 1999 to 2015. 

Early reports on the 2017 survey indicate rises 

of 23% in lifetime use for all age-groups - rises 

expected to be matched by 12 month 

prevalence figures when they are published. 

 

 

 

         

 

FREE School Drug 

Education  

Towards Healthier Schools Project … 

Free Trial:  

If you would like to try out a drug education prevention program in your 
school, but are concerned about the cost … here is your chance: Drug Free 
Australia (DFA) will help through a simple and subsidised application 
process. 

How? 

A Choose the program that looks suitable for your school at: 
https://www.drugfree.org.au/images/pdf-
files/library/Towards_healthier_drug_free_schools2018.pdf 

1. Contact DFA for an application form: admin@drugfree.org.au 

2. Submit the form for a program in 2019. 
 

Jo Baxter 

Executive Director, Drug Free Australia www.drugfree.org.au  
Vice President, World Federation Against Drugs www.wfad.se 
 

 
   

 

Australia’s ‘TOUGH ON DRUGS’ (from 2000-2007) was a 

health promoting ‘whole of community’ education strategy 

and delivered less drug use. Portugal has not!  

We need to return to Tough on Drugs, not simply revert to 

Portugual’s questionable system. 
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Could medical cannabis be the new THALIDOMIDE? 

Drug Free Australia is following the growing evidence that gives indications that Cannabis (Marijuana) could be a 

teratogen – an agent that causes malformations in the embryo. 

          

Here are some examples of the findings:  

1. Fears of a crisis as doctors consider doling marijuana-based medicines out to pregnant mothers despite 

evidence the drug can damage foetuses. 
https://drugfree.org.au/images/Could_medical_cannabis_be_the_new_THALIDOMIDE_Fears_of_a_crisis_.pdf 

 

 

2. The British Medical Journal (BMJ) recently published an article arguing that the widespread use of medical 

cannabis could eventually lead to a public health crisis bearing comparison with the thalidomide disaster. See the 

24 November report - https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-6423269/Could-medical-cannabis-new-

thalidomide.html  

 

3. Ned Stafford BMJ 2018; 362: k3415 (Published 06 Aug 2018) ...thalidomide during pregnancy. He concluded his 

letter by asking: Have any of your readers seen similar abnormalities in babies delivered of women who have 

taken this drug during pregnancy? The letter, thought to be the first published suggestion from a doctor of 

teratogenicity of thalidomide in humans ~~~ also see William McBride’s findings 

https://www.bmj.com/content/362/bmj.k3415 

 
See further emerging research @ www.drugfree.org.au   
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Don’t be misled on Portugal’s drug policy 

 Australia is currently facing a concerted push for a changed drug policy which follows Portugal’s failed experiment 

where they decriminalised the use of all illicit drugs, including heroin, cocaine, speed and ice in July 2001. 

 Because drug use is causally tied to mental health issues, it is important that Australia not prioritise policies that will 

leave it with continuing elevated use, but rather prioritise policies which will significantly decrease drug use and the 

mental health burden that it presents.  In that light, Drug Free Australia is seeking to correct misinformation about the 

‘success’ of Portugal’s drug policy via its publication “The Truth on Portugal” available at 

https://drugfree.org.au/images/pdf-files/homepagepdf/TheTruthonPortugalNovember2018.pdf.  This publication uses 

screenshots of graphs and statistics directly from the official annual reports sent by Portugal to the European Monitoring 

Centre (EMCDDA) which collates all of the European Union’s drug statistics into EU annual reports. 

 Portugal’s drug use is increasing, not decreasing   

Despite pouring funds into ‘dissuasion’ to get problem users into rehab and treatment, by 2007 overall drug use had 

increased 9%, with use of cocaine, speed and ice doubling.  The single outlier was a decrease in drug use by high-

school children.  

 Between 2007 and 2012 overall drug use decreased 21% against 2001 levels in line with other Southern European 

countries.  Use for upper high-school children increased significantly, though, to 36% above 2001 levels.   

 Between 2012 and 2017 lifetime use has risen by 23% and while current use (use in the last 12 months) figures are not 

yet released, there has typically been a correlation between percentaged increases or decreases for the two measures 

in other years making it highly likely that current use will match rises in lifetime use for 2017. 

 Drug deaths increasing, not decreasing 

 Portugal’s opiate deaths have risen from 34 in 2001 to 54 in 2015.  There are no overdose fatality figures available for 

2001 or for any previous year to be able to make any other comparisons.  Most importantly, these significant increases 

in overdose deaths indicate equally significant increases in opiate use in Portugal.  This is certainly not a drug policy 

success. 

 Compared to Australia, Portugal’s lower per capita overdose death rates are due to only 18% of their opiate users 

injecting, with most smoking or snorting their opiates instead.  Most Australians inject opiates which presents a far 

higher risk of fatality.  Notably, Portugal’s overdose deaths, which were the highest in the developed world in 1998, were 

markedly decreasing in the years before decriminalisation as shown on pages 11-13 of our publication, making the 

lower per capita overdose fatalities more likely an artifact of changed and successful strategies predating 

decriminalisation. 

 HIV decreased more before decriminalisation 

 Portugal’s decriminalisation has been praised for plummeting HIV rates in Portugal, but steeper declines occurred 

before July 2001 than after, indicating that decriminalisation is not responsible for the declines.   

  

http://www.drugfree.org.au/
https://drugfree.org.au/images/pdf-files/homepagepdf/TheTruthonPortugalNovember2018.pdf
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 Our own ‘Tough on Drugs’ far superior to Portugal 

 Between 1998 and 2007 the Federal government implemented ‘Tough on Drugs’.  Over those 9 years we reduced our 

use of all illicit drugs by 39%.  Deaths from overdose decreased from 1,116 in 1999 to 386 or less for each year from 

2001 to 2007.  Overdose deaths doubled in the years that followed the scrapping of Tough on Drugs by the following 

Federal government.  Portugal’s decriminalisation cannot match the success of Tough on Drugs. 

 In the 2016 National Drug Strategy Household Survey of 25,000 Australians, 97-99% did not give approval to the 

regular use of heroin, cocaine, speed, ice or ecstasy, while 86% did not give approval to the regular use of cannabis.  It 

is clear that Australians want less drugs, not more, and less of the burden that illicit drug use presents. 

The Truth about Portugal’s drug policy – our current research is available here ... 

https://drugfree.org.au/images/pdf-files/homepagepdf/TheTruthonPortugalNovember2018.pdf 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Drug Free Australia - Caring for our kids … 

 

You can get in touch via:   
Post: PO Box 379, Seaford, SA, 5169 Email: admin@drugfree.org.au  
Donations of $2 or more are tax deductible. Web: www.drugfree.org.au 
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