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In a report by a Medical Working Party appointed by the
Narcotics Advisory Committee in March 1965 to consider
whether the provision of out-patient treatment of drug
addicts could materially contribute to reducing drug abuse
in Hong Kong, one significant paragraph commented on

the paucity of data:

“We are moved to state here that, throughout our
deliberations, we have been impressed by the lack of
reliable knowledge, and the urgent need for properly
organised research in every area concerning drug
addiction. The mass of what might be politely termed
misconceptions is as impressive as the lack of knowledge.

These urgently require correction.”

The validity of the Working Party’s comment was recognized
when, at the first meeting of ACAN on 16 June 1965, it
was agreed that research should be included as one of its five
Sub-committees; the others dealing with education and
publicity, illicit traffic, deterrents, and treatment and

rehabilitation.
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The year 1976 proved to be the turning point in the search
for reliable information on the trends and characteristics of
drug abuse in Hong Kong, and on the effectiveness of its
various treatment, rehabilitation and prevention programmes,
when a major reorganization of the Government’s Central
Registry of Drug Addicts (CRDA) was launched. The
Integrated Data Base Management System which formed
the basis of the new Registry’s computerized operations, was
the first of its kind to be used in Hong Kong. Its unique
feature is its matching capability, which enables the computer
to identify whether an abuser has been previously reported,
which avoids duplications, and enables the production of
a variety of trend analyses. It can also detect errors and

inconsistencies in the reports received.

Early reports from the Registry (which was administered by
two Statisticians from the Census and Statistics Department)
dealt with age and sex distribution, primary drug of abuse,
and methods of administration. For the first time, ACAN
and those responsible for individual anti-drug programmes
were supplied with reliable factual information on the
progress of their policies and plans, and thereby on areas

where changes in direction and/or emphasis might be needed.
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Development of the CRDA in 1978/80

The CRDA’s computerized system became fully operational
in August 1978 and proved to be an effective tool for the
assessment of the local drug addiction scene, and on its
developing trends and characteristics. Up to the end of
1979, the Central Registry had secured the support and

cooperation of about 180 reporting sources.
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The computerized CRDA in daily
use after its computer system
came into full operation in
August 1978.




H— LR > 8RR R 2 R T —
BORERIBRTE > DACER IR A S0 i B O )
T 2 TR R B 2 A A B
FRRER H - BUHCA SR — GF BT - 12 LERETERY
2 A vl = M T 0 A
BB EE RN M2 - B E
WA > R Q1A SN B B
bR o BERAERER > E—LEHEA—
AETHT > TR AC B R B OB SR AT T
EFRAIANBH 18 623 24 FFEZE 7 866 4, Hlsi»
57.8% ; SEERTEQ LA T B AR BT 2E )
BEME 2708 (G2 AT ZE 58
ZREI13.8%) THRE6S (H4%6.9%) ;
SERTEQUR L S A F B & 0 SN RE O
MABH269% (RAAANE10%) FHREI30%
(1A NB4.9%)

R E— U\ ERAE SRR A 2 1 B
REMESF > HHEREIEA RED A H
AT RAER > SF R R RE ERERR
BRI S I AL i OB AE ~ TR~
ERME ALY FRF AR BAERNE
WANWERTE Bl - BRRBZEEH
YT LA B & SR AR N B B ML B
B ST BRI B o -

ERMEDT : FEER B0k B

Special studies based on the CRDA statistics were undertaken
from 1979, which elicited additional data, not normally
collected by the existing system, such as the length of stay
in a treatment programme, or the date of discharge, to be
included in the analysis. These studies evaluated the
performances of Hong Kong’s three major drug addiction
treatment programmes, ie. the Medical and Health
Department’s voluntary out-patient methadone treatment
programme, the Prisons Departments Drug Addiction
Treatment Centre programme, and SARDA's voluntary in-
patient treatment programme on Shek Kwu Chau. They
showed that, between 1974 and 1981, the number of persons
prosecuted for major and minor drug offences in Hong
Kong declined from 18 623 to 7 866 or 57.8%. The number
of drug dependent persons aged under 21 admitted to the
Drug Addiction Treatment Centres declined from 270
(13.8% of total admissions) to 116 (6.9%) and the number
of those under 21 admitted to Shek Kwu Chau (SARDA)
dropped from 269 (10% of total admissions) to 130 (4.9%).

In collaboration with the Data Processing Division, computer
programmes to analyse social data on drug dependent persons
collected by the CRDA were prepared in the first half of
1980. It was then possible to extract from the Registry
database information on the schooling, vocational training,
employment, and age of first addiction of known drug
dependent persons, so that a more comprehensive picture
of Hong Kong’s drug dependent population could be
compiled. Together with other indicators, ACAN now had,
for the first time, a sophisticated mechanism on which to

base its recommendations to the Government.
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The new CRDA found that between September 1976 and
December 1980, a total of 125 000 reports had been received,
an average of 3.6 reports per individual. About 5% of drug
dependent persons reported were under 20 years of age with
about 0.2% under 15. The largest proportion of drug
dependent persons were within the 20-29 age bracket which
comprised 33% of the known drug dependent population.
63% of the individuals reported were aged 30 and over and,
of the 35 000 known drug dependent persons, only 6%
were females, but only 19% of the male drug dependent
persons were below the age of 25, whereas 41% of the females
were in this same age group. Of the 238 women drug
dependent persons who were reported to the CRDA for the
first time in 1980, 166 were reported by law enforcement
agencies and 68 from treatment agencies, indicating that
existing treatment facilities were not attracting as many

female drug dependent persons as was hoped.

At that time, the most vulnerable period for a drug dependent
person to be reported again for the first time occurred within
the first three months after a previous contact with the
CRDA (29% of the total). By the end of 48 months, the
chance of a drug dependent person having been reported
again at least once was 78%, and for females 66%. The
majority of drug dependent persons (86%) had had some
form of schooling, but the educational level remained
low — an average of five to six years of education only. Nearly
80% of drug dependent persons reported to the CRDA had
not received any form of vocational training. Despite the
lack of adequate schooling and vocational training, 69% of
all the reported individuals in 1980 claimed to have some
form of lawful employment (full time, part-time or casual)

at the time of their first report to the Registry.
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CRDA Reports from 1981

As reporting to the CRDA is entirely voluntary, it was
essential to secure the confidence of both individual drug
dependent persons and the reporting agencies that their
interests would be given adequate protection, if reporting
was to be encouraged. Since its inception, the records of
all individuals reported to the CRDA were handled in strict
confidence, and were accessible only to those directly involved
in the operation of the Registry. As a major step forward,
the Dangerous Drugs Ordinance was amended in July 1981
to provide statutory protection to the confidentiality of all
records maintained by the CRDA and its reporting agencies
relating to the use of dangerous drugs by any persons, the
care, treatment and rehabilitation of such persons, and
convictions for offences involving dangerous drugs. Such
records are immune from search and from production in
court except under very serious and compelling circumstances,
in which event an application would have to be made to the

Attorney General for his personal consideration.

With the enactment of this legislation, the confidence of
the CRDA reporting agencies in the Registry was further
enhanced, providing a firm base for their continued
cooperation and the regular supply of reliable information
on known or suspected drug dependent persons. At the
same time, individual drug dependent persons were assured
that their anonymity would be maintained, thus encouraging

them to come forward for treatment.
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Central Registry of Drug Abuse
Forty-seventh Report

(1991 - 2000)

During the 1980s, the CRDA made annual reports on the
numbers of individuals reported, their age and sex
distribution, type of drug abused, methods of taking drugs,
the age of first abuse, year of contact, and social characteristics
such as education, employment, and district of residence.
One of the most important capabilities of the Registry lies
in its ability to analyse the reporting history of drug dependent
persons at various time intervals subsequent to a report from
specified agencies. Thus it is possible to identify the likelihood
of a drug dependent person being reported by, for example,
the Police during a defined time period after enrolment in
one or another treatment programme. This proves to be
an objective parameter by which to measure the impact of
admission to specific treatment agencies. Furthermore,
comparisons can be made, not only among the various
treatment programmes, but also among different patient

sub-groups within a programme.
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Analysis showed, in 1983, that the most vulnerable time
period for a drug dependent person being subsequently
reported occurred within the first three months after a
previous report to the CRDA (29%). Thereafter the chances
of his being subsequently reported gradually diminished.
However, by the end of 60 months, the chance of an
individual being reported again was 86%. The likelihood
of female drug dependents being subsequently reported was
generally lower, with 72% of them being reported again at
the end of 60 months. These findings confirmed that drug
abuse in Hong Kong, as elsewhere in the world, was a highly
relapsing condition and that drug dependent persons tended
to recycle themselves at fairly short intervals. Even more
significantly, this substantiated the high degree of
completeness and effectiveness of the Registry in identifying
drug dependent persons in Hong Kong since, having once
been identified as a drug dependent person by a CRDA
reporting agency, an individual had more than an 80%

likelihood of being reported again within five years.

The Registry also conducted special evaluation studies on
a regular basis, one of which was on the subsequent history
of persons admitted to various smaller scale treatment and
rehabilitation programmes; two half-way houses, the Ling
Oi Youth Centre and the Hong Kong Christian Service
Tung Fook House, and three in-patient treatment centres,
the Home for Drug Addicts of the Norwegian Lutheran

Mission, Operation Dawn, and Wu Oi Christian Centre.
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Survey on Drug Use among Students of Secondary

Schools and Technical Institutes

In 1987, 1990 and 1992, the Narcotics Division conducted
three territory-wide school surveys to collect data on the
drug use among students of secondary schools, international
schools and technical institutes. In order to collect more
comprehensive and up-to-date information for monitoring
closely the drug abuse situation among the student
population, a fourth survey was conducted from October
to December 1996 and covered about 113 800 students in

some 170 secondary schools and technical institutes.

The 1996 survey revealed that 2.7% of students covered
had ever abused psychotropic substances, and 2.1% had
abused heroin. The corresponding figures in 1992 were
3.1% and 0.4% respectively. Less than one-quarter of the
student psychotropic substance abusers had abused drugs
within 30 days prior to the survey. Most of them were aged

between 14 and 17.
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Most student drug abusers were male, and started to abuse
drugs between the ages of 12 and 15, mainly out of curiosity;
the majority obtained drugs from their friends. Over 85%
of psychotropic substance abusers indicated that it was easy
for them to obtain drugs if they wanted. Cannabis was the
most common type of drug abused among student abusers,

followed by cough medicine and organic solvents.

On the positive side, a great majority of the students surveyed
did not approve of the non-medical use of drugs. Students
who had good relationship with their mothers were found

to be less likely to take drugs.

In order to ascertain the latest trend of drug use among

students, the fifth survey was launched in 2000.

To facilitate the formulation of future strategy for tackling
the drug abuse problem among youths, more in-depth
information on the patterns of and reasons for taking
psychotropic substances such as cross-border substance abuse

were collected in this round of the survey.

It is expected that findings of this survey will be available

towards end of 2001.
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Developments in the 1990s

In January 1993,
ACAN was restructured
for the first time since
1973 to

community participation,

enhance

and to promote drug-related
research facilities through a new
Research Sub-committee, whose

terms of reference were:

(2) To identify and conduct research
projects in various drug-related areas,
specifically, on the treatment and rehabilitation of drug
dependent persons and on the approach to preventive
education and publicity, which could bring out insights
on which the respective Sub-committee could formulate

the appropriate strategies; and

(b) To monitor drug-related studies conducted locally and
overseas and draw attention to findings which are of

relevance to Hong Kong.

About $1.2 million every year are earmarked for research

under the ACAN Vote.
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A study on the Social Costs of
Drug Abuse in Hong Kong.
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In June 1993, a review of CRDA's operation was completed
by an ACAN Working Group, the recommendations of
which were approved by ACAN. They included an expansion
of the objectives of the Registry to identify and forecast
trends in the nature of addiction and the drug abuser
population in Hong Kong, with reference to the demographic
characteristics of the overall population; to coordinate statistics
from various sources so as to facilitate analysis of distinctive
features of the reported drug dependent population at any
given time, and to contrast these with data on other reported
abusers; to provide statistics to facilitate the evaluation of
the effectiveness of various treatment and rehabilitation
programmes; to provide a database which is responsive to
requests, for research purposes, for the monitoring of selected
groups of drug dependent persons with regard to their drug
abusing patterns over a given period of time; and to provide
a basis for integrating with other drug-related statistical
systems so that the information they contain can be captured
and various statistics related and compared. A list of the
past research commissioned by ACAN can be found in the
Hong Kong Narcotics Report published by the Narcotics

Division every year.

The development of the new data collection system began
in 1994 when CRDAT reporting agencies agreed to the
introduction of a new record sheet as from 1 January 1995.
The new document captures more detailed information, as
well as additional data such as type of living quarters,
employment status, customary expenditure on drug use,
and the reported reason for current drug use. The new
system’s programmes were fully developed and tested by the
end of 1995, and offered the following additional features:
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(a) checking of the submission of record sheets from various
reporting agencies so that non-reporting of drug abuse
cases can be followed up; and monitoring progress on
their coding and editing to ensure that timely statistics

can be provided;

(b) making available on-line enquiry and retrieval of
information on individual reports, as well as summary
statistics, through the remote terminals in the Narcotics

Division;

(c) selection of specific groups of drug dependent persons

for research purposes, over a period of time;

(d) provision of a user-friendly query tool and downloading
facility to extract data to a personal computer for further

analysis; and

(¢) enabling the auto-matching of death cases from the
Immigration Department with the CRDA system to
give a more realistic estimate of drug dependent person

numbers.

In view of the prime importance of accurate current data
to ACAN’s policy-making functions, this new development
marked a major advance in the constant search for
understanding of the many social, economic and psychological
problems which underlie drug addiction. It also provided
asound foundation for the expanded programme of research
initiated and maintained by the new Research Sub-committee
during the remainder of the 1990s and into the new

Millennium, based on the principle that each project should
be both useful and used.
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Since the coming into effect of the Personal Data (Privacy)
Ordinance (Cap. 486) (PDPO) in December 1996, the
Narcotics Division has been aware of some social workers’
concern about the possible impact of reporting their clients
data to the CRDA. In April 1997, a guideline was issued
to all reporting agencies setting out the implications of the
PDPO upon CRDA’s work and the measures reporting
agencies need to take in reporting data from their clients.
In appreciation of their need to build up rapport with their
clients, arrangements had also been made with outreaching
agencies to facilitate the reporting of drug abusing clients’
personal data. All these measures have facilitated agencies
to take into proper perspective their privacy concerns in so

far as they relate to the CRDA reporting.

The CRDA has continuously been kept under review to
reflect changes in drug abuse situations. Improvements to
the CRDA system have been made regularly. In February
2000, the Narcotics Division started to conduct a review
on the mechanism of the CRDA with a view to identifying
ways of further enhancing its functions and providing useful
statistics to meet the requirements of changing drug abuse
pattern. It is expected that the review will be completed

by the end of 2001.
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The research capacity of the Narcotics Division was
augmented by contracting out some projects, or parts of
projects, as and when necessary. A wide dissemination of
research findings which have a strong community interest
or far reaching policy implications has been achieved through
the local media. Copies of research reports are also made
available to professionals in drug-related fields, academics
and, in addition to ACAN, relevant Government departments
and non-government organizations. Hong Kong also has
reciprocal arrangements with overseas administrations for

the exchange of drug-related information and research.

Over the past 25 years, the ever increasing flow of detailed
and thoroughly researched information on every aspect of
the current and developing drugs situation has enabled
ACAN to make informed assessments of any changes or
adjustments needed in its policy recommendations to the
Government. As a result, action has been taken which has
contributed to the stabilization of the number of drug
dependents in Hong Kong during these years, to a more
hopeful climate of opinion about the future, and to the view
voiced by international experts that Hong Kong continues
to be a leader in the field of coordinated anti-drug action
in Asia, and a source of information and advice for many

countries in the area.

ACAN IN THE 21ST CENTURY - A CONTINUING CHALLENGE
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Members of the ACAN Research
Sub-committee in 2000.
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