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The Modern Drug Epidemic

 Began in the late 1960s
 Legitimization and glorification of recreational drug use
 That was when Baby Boomers entered adolescence 
 “Turn On, Tune In, Drop Out” – Timothy Leary



National Attention is Drug-Specific

 Late 1960s and 1970s – Heroin and Marijuana (Cannabis)
 1980s – Cocaine and Crack
 1990s – Methamphetamine 
 1995-2010 – Prescription Opioids
 2010-Present – Fentanyl 

 Always the national drug problem has been polydrug



Historical 
Testing 
Milestones

 September 1971: returning Vietnam War veterans urine 
tested

 May 26, 1981: USS Nimitz aircraft carrier crash killing 14 
sailors and 40+ injuries 

 January 4, 1987: Crash of Amtrak and Conrail trains in 
Chevy Chase, MD causing 16 deaths and 164 injuries

 November 1988: Federal Aviation Administration 
adopted regulations requiring random drug testing on 
50% of safety-sensitive personnel, including pilots

 Late 1980s: National focus on drugs in the workplace 
built on the pioneering history in the US military; Drug-
Free Workplace Act, requiring Federal agency 
contractors and grantees to certify that they will 
provide a drug-free workplace

 The long and valuable history of dealing with alcohol in 
the workplace and in transportation which can be 
misleading for other dugs



Reframing the Drug Problem 
as Commercialized 
Recreational Pharmacology
 Super-stimulation of brain reward, 

promoted by a for-profit industry 

 Industry (both legal and illegal) profits 
are driven by heavy, problem-
generating users 

 Often targets minority and 
economically disadvantaged 
populations and youth



The Context of CRP Today and 
Speculations about Where it is Headed
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Past Month Substance Use by Americans Age 12+ 
2021 National Survey on Drug Use and Health
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Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality. (2022). Results from the 2021 National Survey on Drug Use and Health: Detailed tables. Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration. https://www.samhsa.gov/data/report/2021-nsduh-detailed-tables
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Overlap of substances used across the lifetime. Weighted lifetime prevalence of substance use and mean number of other substances ever used by adults age 18 and older in the 
United States (n = 51,000; Source: 2018 U.S. National Survey on Drug Use and Health [adapted from Eric Wish, University of Maryland, Center for Substance Abuse Research]).

Wish’s Law: Persons Who Have Used Less Prevalent Drugs 
Have Also Used Many of the More Prevalent Drugs



Future of CRP

 Drug supply and drug use now are global

 More synthetic and less agriculturally-based drugs

 Synthetic drugs in US now come from mostly China and Mexico – can be 
anywhere, even next door 

 The future: chemicals that are more potent, less expensive, and more 
conveniently delivered 

 Greater social acceptance of drug use often through the medical door –
now on the path: cannabis, psilocybin, LSD, Ketamine, and MDMA



What about the argument that

“The War on Drugs 
has Failed”



Looking Ahead

 Address the polysubstance reality
 Encourage for-cause testing, rooted in 

ensuring health and safety for all
 Make use of new drug testing 

technology
 Take on the controversies, including 

cannabis and prescription drugs
 Acknowledge there are no silver bullets
 Limits of alcohol precedent for all other 

drugs including, but not only, cannabis

Education 
and 

Prevention

Identification 
and 

Evaluation

Intervention 
and 

Treatment
Monitoring

Recovery 
Support



A Vitally Important Mission

 Now is the time to update policies based on decades of 
experience to learn from and to improve

 Use the rapid advancement in testing technology
 Drug-specific in a world of exploding  polydrug use
 Cultural changes in drug use and in societal responses to it

 Update the responses but don’t be quick to give up the time-tested 
approaches of the past – improve cautiously 
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