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Challenging drug laws - a momentous 20 year journey
After 20 years the volunteer organisation Families and Friends for Drug Law Reform (FFDLR) tells of its efforts to change entrenched prohibition ideologies with its book The Drug Law Wars: Twenty years of families fighting at the front which will be launched by Senator Katy Gallagher on Wednesday 18 November.
"As we wrote the book we were struck with the parallels between heroin back in 1995 and ice today," said Brian McConnell co-author of the book and President of the organisation. 
“The focus of fear is now on ice, 20 years ago it was on heroin but with all the attention on ice, heroin is sneaking in again. We heard at the recent 20th Remembrance Ceremony that the number of opiate overdose deaths is twice that of the road toll and more than when FFDLR began back in 1995”, added Marion McConnell
“Governments must realise that dealing with one drug at a time does not work”, said Brian McConnell. “While dealing with one drug other drugs emerge and increase the problems. Governments must pay attention to the system as a whole and that includes examining the laws that caused the problem in the first place."

FFDLR tells of its efforts to move the nation's attention from the drugs themselves to the policy response of prohibition that guarantees the profits of the drug trade, the continuing availability of its products to our kids and marginalisation, shame and stigma of drug users and their families.

The book is co-authored by Brian and Marion McConnell and tells of a momentous journey which began with a group of grieving parents who were not prepared to accept a system that was not protecting their kids from drugs and who believed the prohibition drug laws increased the use of and harms from drugs and contributed to the deaths of their children. They set out to change a system. This is a story of perseverance through times of hope and times of despair.

In the words of Kate Carnell at the remembrance ceremony, Families and Friends has "kept the pressure on, kept the debate happening and kept the evidence out there."
The book will be launched by Senator Katy Gallagher in the ACT Legislative Assembly on Wednesday 18 November at 12:30pm.
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About FFDLR

In 1995, by the end of the Easter break, eight people had died in Canberra from overdosing on heroin. For one father, the death of his son caused him to question the laws and wonder how a very potent drug could have been sold to his son with no controls whatsoever. 
The father met with Michael Moore, Independent Member of the ACT Legislative Assembly, who was at that time President of the Australian Parliamentary Group for Drug Law Reform. A press report advised people with an interest in drug laws and their effect to contact Mr Moore. A meeting was organised and more than 40 people attended all of whom believed that the drug laws themselves contributed to the harms of drugs and often to the deaths of their loved ones. From this meeting Families and Friends for Drug Law Reform began.

In the words of Michael Moore, “The discussion was not about ‘junkies’ but about real people with brothers and sisters, parents and grandparents”. FFDLR was to give a platform for these people to speak out and tell their stories.
FFDLR is a not for profit voluntary organisation which operates on membership fees, small donations and the goodwill and resourcefulness of its members. 
During the 20 years that followed, FFDLR put all its resources into raising awareness in the community, amongst law makers and law enforcers about the problems with prohibition. Its activities included organising public forums with significant speakers on drug laws, writing submissions to parliamentary inquiries, writing opinion pieces for newspapers, and many letters to the editor, as well as meetings with politicians and community leaders. FFDLR was invited to speak at international and national conferences as well as community groups.

FFDLR has organised yearly remembrance ceremonies since 1996 ‘for those who lose their life to illicit drugs’. The 20th was held in October 2015. This continues to be an important part of FFDLR’s awareness raising activities. It has two aims: to provide a place where families and friends can grieve for their lost loved ones among people who understand and care; and it affirms that the deaths of most if not all those who are mourned were avoidable. 
FFDLR is respected for the valuable contribution it has been able to give through membership of committees and boards to many other alcohol and other drug organisations most significant of which is the ACT Alcohol and Other Drugs Strategy Implementation and Evaluation Committee - a government committee which develops, monitors and evaluates the ACT Drug Strategy. 

Brian McConnell has been the President of FFDLR since 1996 and he and Marion McConnell were awarded the Centenary Medal for raising awareness of drug related issues through Families and Friends for Drug Law Reform.
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The book, The Drug Law Wars: Twenty years of families fighting at the front, is styled on a war theme. It is a symbolic twist on US President Nixon's War on Drugs and is presented as a series of themes rather than a chronological record. FFDLR has been engaged in a fight for better drug laws and better drug policies, not unlike any world conflict, not unlike any war. The symbolism of the front cover artwork will also become clear when the chapter Remembering the fallen has been read.

Its long 20 year battle to right an injustice is all the more remarkable because the group has existed on membership fees, small donations and the goodwill and resourcefulness of its members. 

After 20 years the volunteer organisation tells of its efforts to move the nation’s attention from the drugs themselves to the policy response of prohibition that guarantees:

· the profits of the illegal drug trade

· the continuing availability of its products to the nation's kids

· paralysis, through fear, of the capacity of families and the community to respond helpfully

· marginalisation and stigmatisation of drug users and their families.

The book begins with the state of affairs when FFDLR began its battle. Desmond Manderson, a well-known historian writes on the drug laws - “It is the weakness of a community which refuses to seriously confront the damage that its legal structures are causing around the corner and around the world; and the wickedness of certain politicians and opinion-makers who find it is always in their interests to advocate simplistic and needlessly cruel solutions." This chapter has information on our drug laws much of which is unknown by a disinterested public.

The book goes on to describe the bravery of many families who speak out and tell their stories and the values for which they are fighting. Bill Bush, an international lawyer, writes on ethics and underlying values. “Prohibition can now more easily be seen for what it is: a colossal failure in paternalism. For the state to attempt to decide upon pain of imprisonment what a person may injest into their own body must be the most extreme form imaginable of nanny state overreach”.

One of the early battles of FFDLR was to lobby for heroin on prescription. Professor Gabriele Bammer, the designer of the ACT Heroin trial and Michael Moore, former independent member of the ACT Legislative Assembly describe this time and the lost opportunity for peace.

The difficulties and frustrations in trying to break through an entrenched ideology and the seemingly abolishment of organisations when they spoke out and dared to question prohibition policies is described in the book.

The book ends with suggestions on how peace can be achieved from three contributors. Dr Alex Wodak writes on an ideal drug policy from a health perspective, Mick Palmer, a former AFP Commissioner writes on a peace initiative from a law enforcement perspectives and Brian McConnell proposes a peace initiative from a family perspective. All perspectives believe a paradigm shift is needed from treating drug use as a law enforcement issue to that of a health and social issue. Except for the drug trade and corrupt officials, society will benefit.

Contributors to the book include:
· Emeritus Professor Bob Douglas AO, a retired public health academic and director of Australia21, provided the foreword. 

· Professor Desmond Manderson, Future Fellow, ANU College of Law and ANU College of Arts and Social Sciences and author of several books including From Mr Sin to Mr Big, writes of the history of prohibition drug laws, The wicked and the weak.
· Michael Moore, CEO of Public Health Association of Australia (PHAA) and former independent member of the ACT Legislative Assembly, writes of the beginnings of drug law reform groups, An advocacy and support breakthrough, Others heed the call and Steps to a heroin trial.
· Bill Bush, an international lawyer and member of FFDLR, writes about Ethics and underlying values as they apply to drug laws and comments on the demise of the heroin trial, An anniversary to regret.
· Professor Gabriele Bammer, National Centre of Epidemiology and Public Health in the Research School of  Population Health ANU, writes of the ACT proposed heroin trial, Insights from the lost opportunity.
· Dr Alex Wodak AM, President Australian Drug Law Reform Foundation and former Director of Alcohol and Drug Services, St Vincent's Hospital Sydney, writes about the global situation on drugs, Thinking globally and acting locally, and An ideal drug policy from a health perspective.
· Mick Palmer, former AFP Commissioner, proposes a move away from prohibition, A peace initiative from law enforcement.
· Ross O'Donoughue Acting Deputy Director-General, Strategy and Corporate, ACT Health, commemorates FFDLR's 20 years.
Marion and Brian McConnell, founding members of Families and Friends for Drug Law Reform are the authors and editors.
Contact: Brian McConnell, co-author and President of FFDLR 

02 6169 7678 Home; 
04 0907 4033 Mobile

Contributors to the book are willing to be contacted - their contact details are available from Brian.
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