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“PATIENTS, NOT CRIMINALS”?
Compulsory drug dependence treatment in Thailand must be reviewed

BANGKOK and TORONTO, April 21, 2009 — As delegates from across the world
assemble in Bangkok, Thailand for the global Harm Reduction 2009 conference, a
leading international NGO has released a report scrutinizing the host country’s own
extensive system of compulsory drug treatment centres.

“Thailand deserves praise for diverting at least some people who use drugs away from
conviction and imprisonment because of their health condition,” says the report’s author,
Richard Pearshouse, former Director of Research and Policy at the Legal Network while
launching the report at the Bangkok conference. “But it is time for a rigorous,
independent and comprehensive assessment of the country’s system of compulsory drug
dependence treatment.”

In a thorough report titled Compulsory Drug Treatment in Thailand: Observations on the
Narcotic Addict Rehabilitation Act B.E. 2545 (2002), the Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal
Network finds that, in many respects, people with drug dependence are still being treated
as criminals, rather than as patients. The report is based on an analysis of Thai law,
meetings with various government department and officials, visits to several compulsory
treatment centres and interviews with people who had been detained in these centres.

Thailand’s stated approach in recent years has been to treat people who use drugs as
“patients, not criminals”, according to a law passed in 2002. Since the law was passed
there has been a sharp increase in both the number of people detained in compulsory
drug treatment centres and the number of centres (from 35 centres in 2004 to 84 by the
end of 2008).

The report raises a number of concerns, including questions of procedural fairness
because decisions about whether to order someone into compulsory treatment are often
made in a matter of minutes, based on a probation officer’s report and without reflecting
clinical considerations.

“There is a multitude of problems,” says Mr. Pearshouse. “People are detained in prisons
while waiting for a decision about being diverted from criminal prosecution to compulsory
addiction treatment. Detentions routinely stretch to the legal limit of 45 days and



sometimes unlawfully beyond. During this time, patients undergo detoxification in
overcrowded prisons with inadequate food and poor sanitation and without medication to
help manage withdrawal symptoms. Once detained in a compulsory treatment centre,
patients have no input into their treatment program, and little way to raise any concerns
about their treatment.”

“Diverting people with addictions from prisons is a welcome step,” says Karyn Kaplan, the
Director of Policy and Development at the Thai AIDS Treatment Action Group (TTAG) in
Bangkok. However, as outlined in the Legal Network’s report, “some drug treatment
patients have reported punishment by guards such as beatings and being made to roll on
gravel for breaching the centre’s rules,” she adds. “Authorities should be concerned
about such reports as a matter of human rights.”

The Legal Network urges the Thai government to address the concerns highlighted in the
report, in line with its stated commitment to treat people who use drugs as patients rather
than criminals.

“We propose a number of actions that could improve the Thai approach,” says Richard
Elliott, Executive Director of the Legal Network, “including developing minimum national
standards for drug dependence treatment that reflect the best available scientific
evidence and respect human rights.” Among other recommendations, the Legal Network
suggests that good clinical practice be followed by allowing patients to have input into
their treatment.

The full report is available in both Thai and English at www.aidslaw.ca.

The Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network promotes the human rights of people living with
and vulnerable to HIV/AIDS internationally, through research, legal and policy analysis,
education, and community mobilization. The Legal Network is a leading global advocacy
organization working on the legal and human rights issues raised by HIV/AIDS.
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For information and interviews:
In Bangkok: Richard Pearshouse, mobile +08 7505 4036 (English)
Karyn Kaplan, mobile +88 81 866 1238 (English, Thai)
Paisan Suwannawong, +66-81-8245434, (Thai)

In Toronto: Richard Elliott, +1 416 595-1666 ext. 229
relliott@aidslaw.ca (English, French)
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