Med. J. Malaysia Vol. 44 No. 2 June 1989

An epidemiological assessment of drug
dependence in Malaysia — A trend
analysis

V. Navaratnam, BSc, DipNeurolSc, MSc, PhD
Associate Professor/Director

K. Foong, BSc, MSocSc
Research Officer

National Drug Research Centre
Universiti Sains Malaysia
Minden, 11800 Pulau Pinang

Summary

Information from the national drug abuse monitoring system was analysed to determine the
trends in extent and pattern of drug dependence in Malaysia over the period 1970 to 1986.
The annual incidence and prevalence rates of reported drug dependents increased by many
folds when compared to the early seventies. Generally, the profile of drug dependents identified
has remained relatively stable throughout the years. A stable pattern of drug abuse was also
noted over this period. Factors influencing the trend patterns are discussed, as well as the
implications of these findings for policy purposes.

Key words: Epidemiology of drug dependence, drug abuse monitoring system, drug dependence,
patterns of drug abuse.

Introduction

Drug dependence is unique among contemporary problems in the breadth of its impact on
Malaysian society. Public recognition of the widespread problem of illicit drug use has resulted
in the enactment of new laws, which have led to a larger enforcement force. Consequently, many
more arrests have been made and concurrently harsher penalties have been imposed for drug
trafficking. Treatment, rehabilitation and prevention programmes have been created whilst
research efforts have also been initiated.

Assessment of the prevalent drug dependence situation in a country is crucial for the development
of national programmes in the areas of prevention, law enforcement, treatment and rehabilitation
and legislation. Information about drug users, their numbers, their location, how and when
they were involved and other related factors, can aid policy makers and programme planners to
arrive at decisions on the extent of effort required to deal with drug-related problems and where
the emphasis ought to be placed.

In Malaysia, opium use has been a historical feature. For example, in 1929 there were 52,313
registered opium smokers in the Federated Malay States. Similarly, Tan and Haq' reported that
cannabis (ganja) was frequently used, particularly by Malays, for various medicinal purposes.
Whilst there exists such historical records there are few published studies on the contemporary
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problem of drug dependence in Malaysia and exclusively these studies have been on known
population of users, for example those who presented themselves at hospitals/clinics?+1-3:%*
prisons® or secondary school students.”>®>%>1°

Obviously these studies, though providing valuable information, were reflective of the drug
dependence amongst these specialised groups. To gain an overall picture of the drug dependence
problem in Malaysia a second strategy adopted at the National Drug Research Centre, Universiti
Sains Malaysia was the development of the National Computerised Drug Dependence Monitoring
System.!?>12

This system is an information management system which entails the gathering, processing,
analysis and presentation of information required for planning and implementing services,
relating to the control, prevention, treatment and rehabilitation of drug dependent persons
in this country and also for research and training.

This paper presents trend analyses of the extent and nature of the drug abuse problem in
Malaysia over the period 1970 to 1986. These analyses are based on data collected from the
first reports of all addicts identified by the concerned agencies and reported to the national
drug dependence monitoring system.

Methodology of the National Drug Dependence Monitoring System (NDDMS)

Currently, six government agencies are linked to the system. They include three law enforcement
agencies (the Police, Prisons and Customs), drug dependence treatment centres (all hospitals
and rehabilitation centres) and all dadah centres under the Ministry of Home Affairs. All the
agencies are major institutions in Malaysia which come in contact with drug addicts. Each agency
provides information on quite a distinctive subgroup of addicts, which may or may not reflect
completely the epidemiological profile of the using segment of the general population. The
methodology has been described in a previous publication.!®

The extent of drug dependence is measured by the relative incidence and prevalence of the
problem. This refers to cases reported for a specific population by a particular source. It is
impossible for any national monitoring system such as NDDMS to have complete access to
the total user population. Hence relative incidence is used here because absolute incidence
cannot be ascertained. Further this system was designed as a policy information and not a legal
control effort. Hence, drug dependent individual records includes persons who have no legal
charge under the Dangerous Drug Act but have been professionally diagnosed to be dependent
on drugs. :

Bewley!® has argued that the number of cases in contact with existing agencies is an indicator
of the total number of cases including those not in contact and that changes in the former
usually reflect changes in the latter. Using this argument then trends shown by known drug
users, can be considered as sufficiently reliable indicators of the extent and pattern of drug
dependence situation in Malaysia.

The monitoring system provides data on the number of events or contacts, individuals or cases
with each reporting agency and cases registered by the system, and new cases of drug abusers
who were ascertained by the various agencies. Events refer to the number of drug-related
hospitalisations, arrests, etc. occurring during a specific period of time, for example, a year.
Cases registered by the system were determined by linking events that were recorded by
different agencies for the same individual.
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Results

(A) Incidence of reported drug dependents in Malaysia: 1970—1986

Fig. 1 presents the incidence of reported drug dependents in West and East Malaysia, and
Malaysia as a whole. The drug dependence problem is primarily a West Malaysian problem.

The annual incidence of known drug dependent persons in Malaysia has increased substantially
since 1970. In 1970, a total of 711 individuals were identified and by 1975, 5,078 individuals
were identified, a seven fold increase. The total identified in the subsequent year doubled that
of 1975. The incidence in the subsequent years has declined slightly but has remained relatively
higher compared to the early seventies. The early eighties recorded a significant increase to
a highest peak of 14,334 new individuals contacted in 1982. However, a downward trend was
observed since 1983. By 1986, only 7,329 new individuals were identified by the reporting
agencies.

The incidence rates are expressed in terms of a base population of 100,000. Rates are computed
using census population figures of all age groups (Fig. 2). In 1970, the reported incidence of
drug dependents in Malaysia was 6.8 per 100,000 population. There was a gradual increase
in the annual rates in the early seventies followed by a very steep increase in rates since the
mid-seventies. It increased from 22.4 in 1974 to 43.5 in 1975 and to 84.3 in 1976. There were
substantial fluctuations in the annual rates from 1977 to 1981. The incidence rate declined
from 75.2 per 100,000 to 62.7 in 1979 and further to 53.6 in 1981, and rose again in the
subsequent years. These fluctuations may be associated with the case of availability of drugs.
In 1978/1979, the opium crop in the Golden Triangle was badly hit by drought and disease,
which resulted in a severe drug shortage. This probably explains the decline in incidence of
new cases in 1979 and 1980. Bumper harvests coincided with the rise in incidence in the years
1981 to 1983.

FIGURE 1 ‘FIGURE 2
TRENDS IN REPORTED INCIDENCE OF TRENDS IN REPORTED INCIDENCE OF
DRUG DEPENDENTS BY YEAR: 1970-1986 DRUG DEPENDENTS BY YEAR: 1970-1986
(In Numbers) (Rates per 100,000 population)
LEGEND LEGEND
18020 —— West Malaysia 1" —— West Malaysia
o —_ Eost Malaysio - ’ - East Malaysio
%: 0 Malaysia " -e- Malaysia
£ swo «
. S /.\’/\/ N
707172 73747'57577;57'9 31;3'1 323334355% 7071 72 7'3 7475767773 73808182 83848586
Year of identification Year of Identification

94



Besides the increased supply of drugs in the early eighties, there was also an increase in effective
law enforcement activities, resulting in an increased level of detection since 1981.

A declining trend has been observed since 1984. The incidence rate declined significantly from
82.8 in 1983 to 66.5 in 1984 and finally to a lowest point of 46.5 per 100,000 by 1986.

(B) Prevalence of reported drug dependents in Malaysia: 1970—1986

Fig. 3 shows the estimates of known (reported) prevalence of drug dependents in Malaysia
for the period 1970 to 1986. The life prevalence measure is used here. A drug dependent
.identified in 1970 and registered then, would still be considered an addict in 1986, unless his
drug abuse career is known to have ended. Using this as a measure, one finds that by 1986,
Malaysia has an estimate of 119,001 known addicts. Almost all (98.8%) are West Malaysians.

The reported prevalence rate of drug dependents in Malaysia rose from 6.8 per 100,000
population in 1970 to 754.6 per 100,000 population in 1986, or 111 times higher than the
recorded rate for 1970 (Fig. 4). Since the recording of known drug dependents began only
in 1970 when a total of 711 addicts were identified, this figure has been used for determining
both the incidence and prevalence rates for that year. The prevalence rate has increased gradually
in the early seventies from 6.8 in 1970 to 106.9 in 1975. Dramatic escalation in the rates were
observed in the last ten years.

The reported prevalence rate of drug dependents is even higher in West Malaysia alone. It rose
from 8.1 per 100,000 population in 1970 to 899.3 per 100,000 in 1986 or 111 times higher
compared to the 1970 rate.

(C) Trends in socio-demographic characteristics: 1975—-1986

A study of drug dependent persons brought to the attention of the authorities in Malaysia over
a 12 year period (1975—1986) provides the basis for an analysis of changes in the personal
characteristics and patterns of drug use of the drug dependent population over time.

FIGURE 3 FIGURE 4

TRENDS IN REPORTED PREVALENCE OF
DRUG DEPENDENTS BY YEAR: 1970-1986
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There has been no significant change in sex, marital status and age distribution trends since
1975. The problem of drug abuse is mainly found among young males who are usually unmarried.
Almost all (more than 96%) of this identified population each year were males, and almost
three out of four drug dependents were single.

A great majority of the drug dependents identified each year were in their twenties. However,
some fluctuations in percentages of certain age categories have been observed over the years.
The proportion of drug dependents in their school-age range increased from 11.8% in 1975
to 24% in 1977 and has declined since 1979, to a stable percentage of about 10%. The proportion
of drug dependents in their thirties has increased gradually over the years from 9.3% in 1975
to 24% by 1986 (Table I).

About half (47.6%) of the total reported addicts over the period were Malays (Fig. 5). One in
three were Chinese. Indians accounted for slightly more than 10%. Except for the years 1979
and 1980, all other years recorded a larger proportion of Malays contacted among the total
drug users. The Chinese were the next largest group followed by the Indians.

Although there were some fluctuations in percentages of drug dependents identified of various
ethnic groups, on the overall the percentages are similar to those for the national population
distribution. Reports on foreign drug dependents have appeared only since 1982 and the
proportion, although very insignificant, is on the increase.

About half (44.4%) of the reported drug dependents were employed as labourers. One in four
were unemployed (Table IT). White-collared workers accounted for a small proportion (3.2%)
of the total. Less than 2% were students.

Table 1

Trends in percentage distribution of reported drug addicts
by current age: 1975--1986

Current age

Year

(in years) 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986

(227) (1610) (1871) (3768) (5595) (3795) (5953) (10168) (8169) (6285) (6356) (4542)

Less than 15 — 0.4 0.1 0.3 0.2 0.3 03 01 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1
15 — 19 11.8 229 239 173 119 10.8 9.6 9.1 102 106 100 9.3
20 - 24 47.8 454 447 430 368 337 342 330 321 339 346 318
25 — 29 259 192 200 213 277 293 307 312 309 292 281 280
30 — 34 1.5 6.2 6.0 87 109 117 136 148 149 145 157 169
35 — 39 1.8 2.3 1.7 2.5 4.6 4.1 4.9 5.0 5.3 6.0 6.4 71
40 — 44 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.9 23 3.1 2.4 2.3 2.6 2.2 2.0 2.8
45 — 49 2.6 0.6 0.5 13 1.6 1.9 11 14 1.2 1.1 1.2 14
50 — 54 - 0.4 0.3 0.8 1.1 1.5 0.9 1.0 0.8 0.7 0.6 1.0
55 and above 13 13 1.6 29 2.9 3.6 2.3 2.1 1.8 1.7 1.3 1.6
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Table 11

Trends in percentage distribution of reported drug addicts
by occupation: 1975—1986

Year

Occupation

1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986

(227) (1610) (1871) (3768) (5569) (3795) (5953) (10168) (8169) (6285) (6356) (4542)
Student 3.1 8.8 1.1 2.8 1.6 15 1.2 0.8 11 0.8 0.9 1.2
Unemployéd 46.0 326 300 500 480 366 189 161 148 180 186 207
Labourers 27.6 305 298 283 319 386 484 510 5I.1 481 523 532
Shop assistant 4.4 7.0 5.7 3.9 4.7 6.2 7.3 7.5 8.2 8.3 7.5 6.3
Clerk 4.0 6.0 5.9 2.8 2.4 2.7 3.5 2.0 1.9 1.3 1.3 1.1
Skilled worker 53 4.9 3.9 4.7 4.0 4.7 5.6 5.9 51 3.4 2.8 3.2
Professionals 0.4 1.9 11 1.8 0.9 1.3 1.5 0.9 0.7 0.3 0.3 0.6
Others 9.2 83 159 5.7 6.5 84 136 158 17.1 198 163 137
Totals 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 1000 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
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An increasing proportion of employed individuals have become involved in drug dependence
over the years. It increased from 50.9% in 1975 to as high as 84.1% by 1983. This could be
attributed to the increased cost of drugs and thus the need for more finance to support the
habit. Labourers dominated the group of employed over the whole duration. White-collared
workers accounted for only a small proportion (less than 5%) of this population.

More than half (58.1%) of the employed drug dependent individuals earned below 351 ringgit
per month. One in three earned between 351 and 600 ringgit. An upward trend in monthly
income earnings has been observed since 1979 but this was to be expected as there was a
changing trend from unemployed to employed.

About 40% of the reported cases had previous arrest records. About one in three had previous
convictions (31.0%) and incarcerations (28.6%). There was an upward trend in reported
criminality among dependents reported over the years. Between a range of 75 to 97% of the
crimes committed by addicts reported each year, were for possession of drugs.

(D) Trends in pattern of drug dependence: 1975—1986

In general the majority (66.8%) of the drug dependents detected over the period had initiated
drug use between the age of 15 to 24 years (Fig. 6). Trends in the age at onset of drug use
indicates a significant change towards an older age of initiation. Prior to 1979, a majority of
drug dependents, reported each year, had initiated drug use in their teens. However since 1979,
the majority had started drug use in their twenties. This finding must be viewed cautiously
since the changes in the socio-legal environment within the country has made reporting of
drug use more discrimate. For example, among studies in school children, it was found that
experimental (recreational) use of drugs was not equated to drug abuse.!® What probably was
occurring was since about 1979, individuals began reporting year of addictive drug use, whereas
previously initiation included experimental use. This inference is supported by on going studies
where adolescents clearly discriminate between both behaviours.®

Peer influence, the major reason (53%) for initiation to drug use, has continued to be an
important factor. However, initiation to derive pleasure, a reason cited infrequently (19%)
in the year 1975 has become increasingly significant over time (55% in 1984). Curiosity, as
a reason for initiating drug use also showed a similar trend. This was particularly unexpected
since one would have predicted a downward movement in view of the significant mass media
efforts. There was no major variation in trend in regards to reasons such as emotional problems,
financial problems, etc. which were also cited though not very frequently.

Heroin was the primary drug abused by an overwhelming majority (over 80%) of dependents
at the time of contact (Fig. 7). Nicotine (cigarettes) was the next most frequently used substance.
Comparatively, marihuana and alcohol were used to a much lesser extent. The use of psychotropic
substances such as tranquillizers, barbiturates, amphetamines and LSD was very uncommon
(Fig. 8). The pattern of drugs currently abused has been stable over the last 12 years, with heroin
remaining the most frequently abused drug. The use of other drugs were comparatively small.
Almost all (90.2%) of the drug abusers reported each year were daily single drug users. The
proportion of multiple or poly drug daily users was insignificant. However, an upward trend
in number of poly drug users was noted over the years.

A majority (73.2%) of reported dependents had four years or less duration of drug use. Closer
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FIGURE 6
TRENDS IN PERCENTAGE DISTRIBUTION OF
REPORTED DRUG DEPENDENTS BY AGE AT
ONSET OF DRUG USE: 1975-1986
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TRENDS IN PERCENTAGE OF REPORTED
DRUG DEPENDENTS BY DRUGS EVER USED
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FIGURE 8B
TRENDS IN PERCENTAGE OF REPORTED
DRUG DEPENDENTS BY DRUGS CURRENTLY
USED 1975-1986
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examination of the data showed that the number of person who had used drugs for two years
or less have slowly continued to increase, whereas those who had used it for periods between
2.1—-4 years declined gradually slacking at around the 20% levels. On the other hand the
population of abusers who had used it for periods of ten years and over has also gradually
increased to, a peak of 7.1% in 1980 and stablised since to about 6% of the total dependence
population. These results would imply that whilst there has been an increase in the extent of
identification of “new recruits”, the number of chronic abusers has gradually increased and

currently constitutes a significant problem.

The trend pattern for daily expenditure on drugs as expected reflects a similar pattern to that
shown for duration of use. More than 60% of the dependents reported spending MR$10/—
or less on their habit. This would correspond roughly to those who had been abusing drugs
for less than four years. Similarly around 18% were spending MR$16/— and above daily which
would be equivalent of the chronically abusing group. Thus the available information supports
the finding that the amount of drug consumed (as measured by amount of money spent) is

related to the duration of abuse.

Over the whole duration of study, drug pushers, who were also abusers, were the most common
source/supplier of drugs (as reported by about 70%). Friends of the abusers represent another
major source for drugs. These friends could possibly be drug pushers.

Discussion
The heroin epidemic which begun in the late 1960’s and early 1970°s marked the beginning
of a new drug abuse trend in Malaysia, repiacing the traditional pattern of opium use. The
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magnitude of the problem as indicated by the incidence and prevalence of reported drug
dependents grew substantially, among the young adult population. This increase was influenced
by two factors — the increasing number of individuals getting involved in drug dependence and
the intensive law enforcement activities. Fluctuations in reported incidence rates over the years
such as from 1977 to 1981 were associated with the supply of drugs from the producing
countries in the Golden Triangle.

There has been a decline in incidence rates of reported drug dependents since 1984 which could
be attributed to the resultant increase in community and individual awareness of the consequences
of drug dependence, hence lesser numbers of persons experimenting with drugs, and the effective
conjoint application of law enforcement activities and judicial measures. Assuming other factors
remain constant, this is evidence to indicate that the magnitude of the drug dependence problem
is on the decline and should continue to do so.

However, the persistence of a high prevalence of drug dependence throughout the whole period
may be attributed to a number of factors. These include low mortality rates resulting from
drug dependence, the small numbers of drug dependents undergoing and successfully being
treated, the high rates of relapses as well as low numbers of self abstainers.

Generally, the characteristics of known drug dependents and the patterns of drug abuse have
remained rather stable over the years 1975 through 1986. The bulk of the known drug
dependents identified each year were in their twenties, unmarried males who were either un-
employed or were employed as labourers. A relationship between involvement in drug dependence
and criminality was noted.

Heroin remains the major drug of abuse and the source of drug-related health and social problems
in Malaysia. Marijuana and alcohol were used regularly by a sizeable proportion of known drug
dependents. Other opiates such as opium and morphine were used to a lesser extent with the
use of psychotropic substances being rare.

An overwhelming majority of the known drug dependents had initiated drug use before the age
of twenty and have had less than four years of duration of drug use. An increasing trend in
numbers of chronic abusers with ten years or more of drug use involvement was noted. Peer
influence remains the major reason for initiating drug use.

There was an emerging trend of poly drug use over the period. This poses a potential problem
for the future and supports the finding of a recent study which found that heroin abusers used
a combination of heroin and other drugs such as cannabis, alcohol, tranquillizers and sedatives
to enhance the effect of heroin or to suppress withdrawal symptoms.*’

The trends in drug abuse situation discussed above have important implications for policy making,
planning and management of the problem in the country. The declining trend in growth of the
problem in recent years suggests that the prevention programmes and law enforcement measures
have reduced the extent of drug use experimentation and hence drug dependence. These measures
should continuously be emphasised and intensified to reduce illicit demand.

In view of the current magnitude of active drug abusers, there is a need to increase the provision
of more effective drug abuse treatment and rehabilitation services. The growing problem of
chronic abusers requires the development of more appropriate management approaches in
order to reverse the trend.
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It continues to be of concern that in spite of concerted efforts to combat the drug abuse problem,
its prevalence remains high. Generally, the anti-drug abuse measures so far have had some impact
in reducing the problem. Obviously more evaluation research into the effectiveness of the various
drug abuse policies and programmes is required in order to clearly ascertain the strengths and
weaknesses of each measure in order to further improve its effectiveness.

Based on the assessment of the current drug abuse situation and past trends, it is possible to
make certain predictions of future trends. Heroin abuse among the young adult population will
continue to be the major problem. The general patterns of drug use and the characteristics of
drug dependents are predicted not to vary significantly in the future. The phenomenon of poly
drug use however will increase over time and pose increasing risks to health aspects of these
individuals.
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