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The Governor, Sir Murray MacLehose (centre),

chairing the first meeting of the reconstituted

ACAN on 7 January 1974.
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THE ACTION COMMITTEE AGAINST NARCOTICS - AN INTRODUCTION

This book commemorates the 35 anniversary of the Action
Committee Against Narcotics (ACAN) which, since its
founding as a non-statutory advisory body in 1965, has
helped to transform the major health, social and economic
problems created in Hong Kong by drug trafficking and
abuse, from a state of apathy, confusion and failure to one
of communal involvement, ordered and informed progtess,

and positive hope.

In 1965, the Hong Kong representative at the 20t Annual
Session of the United Nations Commission on Narcotic
Drugs reported that, in the previous year, Hong Kong had
seized more morphine than any other country or territory
in the world, except Thailand - and that country exceeded
Hong Kongs total by only eight kilograms. He also reported
that as heroin was the drug of choice for many drug dependent
persons, it was also the product in which international
trafficking syndicates were most interested, that the two
main centres for the seizure of heroin in the Far East were
Hong Kong and Thailand, and that Hong Kong’s total
seizures of this drug in 1964 exceeded those of all other
countries in the world except Thailand and USA. In those
days, so little was known about the possible extent of drug
abuse in Hong Kong, that no estimate could be made of
how much of this international trade was destined for
consumption in Hong Kong, or the extent to which the
then Colony was being used as a regional or global transit
centre. Such a situation was not uncommon elsewhere, as
the 1965 annual report of the United Nations Permanent
Central Narcotics Board (later renamed the International

Narcotics Control Board) indicated:
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... the annual reports of governments on the working
of the narcotics treaties show that only a few of them
recognize that they have a serious problem of addiction.
Many of the figures given are so low as to suggest they

are far from reality.”

Following the publication in 1959 of the White Paper on
“The Problem of Narcotic Drugs in Hong Kong’, the
Government appointed the Secretary for Chinese Affairs
(SCA) as coordinator of its policies to reduce the trade in
and consumption of narcotics in Hong Kong, and set up a
Narcotics Advisory Committee, comprising the Chinese
Unofficial Members of the Executive and Legislative
Councilsand two of their European colleagues, to advise him. But
the new arrangements faced major problems, not the least
of which was that no executive staff was provided to the
SCA to assist him in coordination work. There was also an
almost complete lack of basic data about the prevalence of
the problem — estimates of between 150 000 and 250 000
drug dependent persons were common — the only available
hard fact being the high percentage of those in the prison
system who had been convicted of drug offences or who,

on admission, had been found to be drug dependent persons.

Under such conditions, it was inevitable that little progress
was made until a seminar was held in October 1964 between
the SCA and the Discharged Prisoners Aid Society (DPAS)
which was then heavily involved in the post-discharge
treatment and rehabilitation of former prisoners, which
recommended the setting up of an Action Committee Against
Narcotics, consisting of representatives of all departments
and organizations directly concerned with Hong Kong’s
narcotics problems, and designed to achieve, at operational
level, a much greater exchange of information and ideas,

and of practical cooperation. The proposal was accepted
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by the Government, and a full-time Assistant Secretary was
appointed to coordinate the work of the new ACAN and
its five Sub-committees, and to liaise with all Government

departments and voluntary organizations who were active

in the field.

But, by 1971, it became clear that even these new
arrangements had had little practical effect in restraining
drug traffickers, or in reducing crime rates and numbers in
the over-crowded prisons. Faced with increasing public
concern, the Secretary for Home Affairs was directed to
conduct an in-depth study on the continuing problems in
drug policy formulation and implementation, and to suggest
what new arrangements were needed to produce practical
results.  His report, made in 1972, recommended the
reconstitution of ACAN, with higher level and more broad-
based membership, as the sole source of advice to the
Government on all aspects of its anti-narcotics strategies;
the creation of a Commissioner for Narcotics post and a
Narcotics Division in the Security Branch of the Government
Secretariat to coordinate work on the problem and to
formulate and monitor the execution of ACAN’s agreed
policies; the reorganization of the Police Narcotics Bureau
50 as to target strategic objectives, street-level activity being
left to the Divisional Police; and the establishment of a
Central Registry of Drug Addicts (CRDA) to provide a
factual base on which ACAN could base its policies. All
these proposals were implemented by 1973, laying the
foundations for an impressive results-oriented decade, and
for steady progress in all areas of anti-narcotics work up to

the end of the century and beyond.
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In 1992, recognizing a trend towards greater community
participation in the Government’s Advisory Committees, a
major review of the constitution of ACAN was undertaken,
and the proposals made were subsequently approved by the
Government. Under these, ACAN became a largely unofficial
advisory body, with officials (except the Secretary for Security
and the Director of Health) in attendance only if and when
required; the Secretary for Security was represented by the
Commissioner for Narcotics. It was felt that, in this way,
ACAN could become a source of advice from a diversity of

community or political points of view.

[t was also agreed that the two ACAN Sub-committees, on
Treatment and Rehabilitation and Preventive Education
and Publicity; should be formed mainly from members of ACAN,
and should act more as its working committees, considering
issues in detail, and secking and hearing the views of other
bodies, including voluntary agencies and Government
departments. ACAN members of the Sub-committees were
thus enabled to present their recommendations directly, and
help ACAN to decide on how to advance on policy or

practical issues.

At the same time, a new Sub-committee was formed to
coordinate research into drug related matters. This was to
ensure that Hong Kong kept up-to-date with trends in drug
rehabilitation and treatment, as well as providing a focus
for drug related research undertaken in Hong Kong and
elsewhere. It was also empowered to commission research

into specific topics.

It was also recognized that although three voluntary agencies
were represented on ACAN (the Community Drug Advisory
Council, the Society for the Aid and Rehabilitation of Drug
Abusers (SARDA), and the Hong Kong Council of Social
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Service), there was a large number of voluntary agencies
who were not. The Drug Liaison Committee was therefore
created, under the chairmanship of the Commissioner for
Narcotics, to provide a forum for regular meetings with all
those involved in treatment, rehabilitation and preventive
education. It was envisaged that the Government could call
on this Committee for advice, and could discuss proposals
with them. In turn these organizations could use the
Comnmittee to make suggestions on, or reflect their concern
about, Government policy; their views could then be
represented to ACAN or one of its Sub-committees. These
proposals were approved by the Government and were
introduced with effect from 1 January 1993. Today the 20-
man ACAN comprising expertise from the medical, social
welfare, education, legal and other fields includes also a
member from the Singapore Central Narcotics Bureau to
broaden international perspective. Hong Kong’s ability to
act decisively, when a need for change in a major policy-
making body had been judged necessary, had once again

been demonstrated.

Over the years, a number of international medical experts
have paid tribute to what one described as “.. the
extraordinarily effective job that Hong Kong has done in
dealing with a notoriously difficult problem ... nowhere else
(except in Australia and the Netherlands) has immediate
treatment on demand been achieved ... no database similar
to the Central Registry of Drug Abuse exists anywhere else
in the world ... and the ACAN, its central policy-making
body, has been very successful in ensuring that the multi-
faceted efforts of all groups are integrated into a coordinated

overall approach.”

Such praise presents a continuing challenge for the new

Millennium.
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