Drug Policy and Imposed Sanctions on Drug Users  

As a Pull Quote and as a Caption: Drug users that are not involved in illegal drug business must not be punished and the drug policy must by liberal and rational,” Marina Asatiani, Director of Harm Reduction Press-club Project. 

Margaret Shakarashvili
“It is vivid that present Georgian drug policy is not effective. Amount of the infected population catastrophically increases day by day. Moreover age of drug users is becoming younger and younger, “states Marina Asatiani director of Harm Reduction Press-club Project, club that aims to deliver right messages for the drug users and general population of Georgia about harm reduction and threats hidden behind drug use.

And what is the current drug policy that works in Georgia? According to the amendments introduced in the administrative code of Georgia, in August 2006, the use of drugs without doctor’s prescription is punishable with the increased payment of 500 GEL. Moreover, penalties start from 2000 GEL for those people that are identified as drug users more than once. 

Recent amendments are seen by supporters of harm reduction to be counterproductive. 

Davit Otiashvili, Director of the Union Alternative Georgia, a network that unites 13 organizations involved in harm reduction programs from almost every region of Georgia: “The changes in the administrative code were followed by dramatic increase in a number of people brought for testing. From January to November of 2006 the number of those brought for testing totaled to 5300 people, out of which 4140 (78% of people brought for testing) people were proved positive. In November-December of the same year, 7649 people were brought for testing in the Ministry of Internal Affairs (it is 1,4 times more than during last 10 months) and only 3983 were positive (52 % of people brought for testing).” 

According to Otiashvili existing data suggest that only with penalty of 500 GEL the governmental budget is filled with 1 million GEL per month. “We can assume that contributions made by drug users to the state budget would vary from 13 million to 50 million GEL per year. It all seems that instead of investing in solving the problem, the government has decided to make existing drug problem a serious budget income source,” Davit Otiashvili pointed out.

It is noteworthy that property of drug user who is unable to pay fines is confiscated and sold on auctions. There are examples when houses are sold and families are evicted from their own flats. Nina 61 told Georgia Today the story of her family: “My boy is a drug addict; he is diseased and can not stop injecting drugs. I sold my jewelry to collect money for his treatment but in vain. Several months ago he was detained for the drug use for the third time and was fined. The fine was so high, that we could not afford to pay and decided to sell our house because we knew that government would sell it otherwise. Now the life of my family is radically changed: we have no our own shelter and live in a rented flat. I do not know what will happen in the future since my boy is still using drugs.” 

“Harm reduction advocates are trying to defend drug users’ rights but they do think that the rights of the healthy society are violated. We have right to live in healthy society and we have to bar drug users or common citizens from drugs. That is why administrative fines will act as barriers,” says Guranda Ioseliani, young lawyer. 

Khatuna Todadze, Director of the scientific department at Institute of Drug Addiction says that fines must be imposed on drug addicts but not as high to influence and bring harm to their families. “Drug policy should be balanced,” Todadze commented. 

Head of the drug policy council Tamar Sirbiladze says that new amendments will be introduced in the current Georgian drug policy that will be more liberal. 

“Opponents think that administrative fine should be imposed on drug users as high rate of fine will hamper people to use drugs. But such primitive approach has not worked in any countries worldwide but brought harm for families and raise of crime instead since committing criminal activities appears as one of the ‘best’ ways for drug users to pay fine. There are no evidences that imposed sanctions motivate drug users to give up using drugs. Current legislation catalysis crime, works for multiplication and increase of harm,” Davit Otiashvlili pointed out and continued: “In addition, drug users are members of the society and have the same rights as you and me. Hence we are defending universal human rights.” 

“We support the governmental decision to make decisions against organized crime, mafia, drug dealers and etc. Though, we are sure that drug users that are not involved in illegal drug business must not be punished and the drug policy must by liberal and rational,” Marina Asatiani concluded. 

