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 “I don’t know when he started doing drugs”, said a desperate father. I was on a visit to a rehabilitation centre in Islamabad, trying to understand the processes adopted by the centre for curing drug addiction. But this reply sent shivers down my spine. The gentleman was not in a condition to be asked the simple question: “Sir, was it not your and your spouse’s top responsibility to know what was going on in your child’s life? How was it possible that he ended up in this rehabilitation centre, which simply means that he was indulging in extensive drug usage for years, without you knowing about it?”
To put it simply, “Drug addiction is a condition in which a person becomes so used to taking a drug that they feel they cannot live without it, even when it causes severe problems in their lives.” It is considered a brain disease because slowly the drugs start altering the brain’s chemistry, particularly in areas related to reward, motivation, memory and self-control, thus making it hard to quit even if an addict wants to.
Drug addiction starts primarily through peer pressure. A puff here, a puff there. Pressure to experience the pleasure of being in a different world, challenging the societal value system, becomes an urge. Once a child gets away with a couple of puffs of a cigarette or other similar activity, without the parents knowing about it, the journey to hell starts. The child becomes emboldened. The next step is an experiment with a drug. The most common and affordable is “Ice”, the street name for a powerful and highly addictive stimulant known as “Crystal meth”. It is classified as a Schedule II drug in the USA, meaning it has a high potential for addiction and abuse. It comes in clear or bluish-white crystals that resemble shards of glass and can be used in a variety of ways. It creates an intense euphoria, energy, hyperactivity, insomnia and other short-term powerful effects. But, it can also lead to death if extensively used for a mid to long term.
Besides, peer pressure, three other factors play a prominent role in this journey to hell. Firstly, “Broken home syndrome” is a major contributing factor, as kids want to escape the home stress and if they have friends who are using drugs, they will naturally indulge in this activity in search of calmness. Secondly, in the upper classes, a senseless pocket money, show-off life, focus only on material things, etc, to show that the child belongs to the nouveau riche. Thirdly, the factors enumerated in my earlier column, “The Parenting Discombobulate”.
There are three players in this saga of hell. Let’s discuss them one by one and see where we are in this.
The foremost player is the institution of a parent. Period. No other discussion is required. It is the parents who are primarily responsible for their children becoming drug addicts. How is it possible that a druggie whose body language, posture, eyes, walking style, talking style, hence everything else is different once under the influence of drugs, is missed by a parent? I again ask, HOW IS IT POSSIBLE? No matter what occupation you have, how stressful your life is, the challenges you are facing, how can you forget that your CHILD is your top priority? In my experience and primary research, Kids whose parents are busy having a hyperactive social life, with an abundance of money and “Maids” to look after the kids, with unregulated time and lack of discipline, are the kids most likely to indulge in drugs. And with the abundance of drugs, including party drugs, why blame a child when the custodians themselves have miserably failed in their responsibility?
Lack of quality time, where the special bond between parent and child is developed, is another major factor. The dilemma is that if you don’t know your kid, then any variations in his personality will go unnoticed. Being guilty, I have seen parents showering their kids with expensive gifts. But these people miss the point that a parent cannot be replaced either by a machine or other relationships. In some cases, I have seen that grandparents have been given the responsibility of bringing up the children. Grandparents are a fountain of unbound love, and expecting them to discipline your kids is seriously flawed.
We need to remember that teenage is the most formative and dangerous time for a child. Remember what we went through. But our growing up seems like child’s play compared to what today’s kids experience. Not only physical changes, but more importantly, social and peer pressure cause extreme stress to them. And these are those years when they need the maximum attention of their parents. So, if parents are not there emotionally, to lend a sympathetic ear and guide them, where would they go? If they have excess money, what are the chances they would spend it wisely? And if some of their friends indulge in drugs, would they not do the same? How can we blame them when we are ourselves to blame? If parents can miss the clearest signs of drug usage, then, in the ultimate analysis, they are wholly responsible for the hell their children live through. It seems harsh, but that’s what my professional experience has taught me.
The other two players, namely the schools and the kids, will be discussed in the next column.
Will end this column sharing a real heart wrenching episode. A friend came to me some years back and made a request, which I pray no father should ever make. His brilliant 21-year-old son had died of a heroin overdose. He asked me with tears rolling down like monsoon rains, that can this be kept as a private matter because his daughter was to get engaged in a month’s time and if her in-laws found out, they may break the engagement. Can you feel his agony? He had lost his son, but the reputation loss and its aftereffects on his daughter were more worrisome for him.
Just try to relive the above. Then you will realise, my dearest parents, that Drug is the ultimate killer, which haunts a family even after the druggie passes away. So, let’s start doing parenting, giving top priority to our children. If we can keep them safe from this pandemic, we will have done a terrific job.
Aamir Zulfiqar Khan
The writer is a senior public policy expert who has served as Inspector General of Police, Punjab, Islamabad and National Highway & Motorways Police. He can be reached at amzkhan.lhr@gmail.com

