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A sober approach to teenage drug problems
I was on the front page of one of Hong Kong's biggest-selling Chinese-language newspapers a couple of weeks ago. The story was about drug abuse among students, and my role in the affair was attending the school concerned, Rosaryhill, on Stubbs Road, some 30 years ago.
Teachers, parents and alumni were all pretty angry when they saw how the press paid so much attention to the school. On the same front page, there was a similar story about some other secondary-school students caught taking drugs. But that was in Tin Shui Wai, and it got one paragraph.
The media in Hong Kong like to latch on to specific issues from time to time. A while ago it was bus accidents, and recently it has been young people committing crimes or taking drugs. But I don't think it is really news: a percentage of our teenagers take illegal drugs, and it happens in so-called elite schools just as much as in public housing estates.
That does not mean it is not a serious issue. For the parents of the students - whether they are in Tin Shui Wai or Mid-Levels - this must be a major family crisis. For the schools as well, it is a terrible shock. Both parents and schools must feel humiliated and that they have failed in some way.
I know there was some debate among Rosaryhill parents about whether the students involved should be expelled as punishment and a warning to others, or helped and given counselling. Given the school's ethos, I am not surprised the administration took the more liberal approach. Still, I can understand why many parents see taking drugs as misbehaviour rather than a form of illness - after all, the law says it is a crime.
A lot has changed since the time when I was at school and the main substance abuse problem was cigarettes. Children have more money today, and drugs like ketamine are apparently cheap and easy to get. Children probably know more about these substances than their parents do and, in some cases at least, see them as acceptable.
The community seems unsure about how to deal with this problem. The government produces a great deal of tough-sounding anti-drugs publicity, but is it effective? Are young people really turned away from drugs by these campaigns? Are the children who take drugs laughing at them?
There are plans for voluntary drugs testing in schools, but many lawmakers doubt its effectiveness. Compulsory testing would identify users - but the idea is extremely controversial. Most of us don't want Hong Kong to be like Singapore, but we don't want the negative things that happen when people abuse their freedom.
As a parent, I have no doubt that, whatever government and schools might try to do, the responsibility for keeping my children away from drugs is primarily mine. Families need to realise that there are limits to what policymakers and educators can do.
It is also important that we keep this problem in perspective. Anyone who has studied overseas will know that there are many cities and countries where drugs are far more common among teenagers than here in Hong Kong.
Parents, teachers and officials need to be credible in the eyes of young people. I don't know whether extreme scare tactics about ill health are effective in persuading children to keep away from drugs. Teenagers might underestimate the dangers of physical or mental damage, but they also know that some people - such as US President Barack Obama - have taken drugs when young and gone on to lead successful lives.
Ideally, parents should lead by example and make sure their children want to enjoy a healthy lifestyle across the board. Drugs are not only illegal but can be deadly. But we should also keep away from cigarettes, alcohol, sugar, too much fat, processed food and sedentary lifestyles, as well.
Children who understand and accept this might - if they are luckier than me - keep off the front pages.
