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Kerlikowske's drug policy: not bold enough?

By Kyung M. Song


WASHINGTON -- U.S. drug czar Gil Kerlikowske hit the publicity trail Wednesday to promote the Obama administration's new National Drug Control Strategy, a five-year plan to reduce drug use that already has disappointed some who had hoped for a bolder shift toward prevention and treatment.

Kerlikowske, former Seattle Police chief, on Tuesday unveiled what he called ambitious goals to cut the rate of drug use among young people, the number of drug-induced deaths and prevalence of drugged driving. Underlying that plan is a new philosophy that regards drug use as much as an addiction as a crime.

Appearing at the National Press Club Wednesday, Kerlikowske said prevention -- particularly before age 21 -- is the key to curbing drug addictions and attendant violence and crime. Kerlikowske also said that since leaving the police force last year, he has come to appreciate much more how consumer demand is as complicit in the drug trade as drug traffickers and producers.

As the director of the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy, Kerlikowske has the nation's chief anti-drug bully pulpit. His targets are varied and vast, from methamphetamine labs that have ravaged entire towns to casual depiction of marijuana smoking in movies and on TV to fast rising abuse of painkillers, stimulants and other prescription drugs.

Critics, however, slammed Kerlikowske's plan for lacking muscle behind its rhetoric. Even though President Obama is seeking the biggest percentage increases in his fiscal 2011 drug-control budget for prevention, for instance, the spending in that area will still be less than what it was even just a year ago.

The new plan "is more tweaking the edges than a bold vision," said Robert Weiner, a former spokesman for the drug-control office who now runs a strategic public relations firm in Washington. "It's not enough."

Weiner praised Kerlikowske for his personal grasp and sensitivity to the drug problem. Kerlikowske's estranged adopted son was in a Florida jail on a parole violation stemming from a marijuana charge when his father was nominated for his post in March 2009.

But Weiner said the role of the drug czar has diminished markedly since the days of Gen. Barry McCaffrey, who ran the office with hearty support under President Clinton.

"You can see that Gil Kerlikowske is seriously dedicated to solving this issue," Weiner said. "Unfortunately, the office has been vastly disempowered."

Link to original: http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi-bin/PrintStory.pl?document_id=2011844740&zsection_id=2008812028&slug=kerlikowskeondrugs&date=20100512
