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Historically human beings have used psychoactive substances for centuries for various reasons including medicinal, cultural/ religious and recreational purposes. However the last century which brought enhanced scientific and pharmacological advancement resulted in the manufacture of synthetic and semi-synthetic drugs which were more potent that caused dependency. These substances unfortunately became preferable substances of abuse particularly by the youth who are now victims of drug abuse.
Several reasons for the increased abuse of drugs have been postulated. The reasons include availability, experimentation, peer group influences, ignorance about the efficacy of drug use and stresses of every day life.
Substance abuse has become a problem all over the world which many countries are making efforts to address. Ghana has its share of the problem but has limited resources to tackle the problem. Whereas we have our own problems in dealing with socially accepted substances like alcohol, tobacco, in recent times Ghana  is being confronted with the trafficking of drugs like cannabis, cocaine, heroin and even amphetamine type stimulants and precursor chemicals. Ghana have been designated a transit country and as a rule some of the narcotic and psychotropic substances being trafficked remain in those countries to be used. 
It is sad to observe on missions that many African countries visited that they  are not controlling precursors and indeed most officers at the frontline, like customs and the police are not aware of  what precursors are. In many African countries, there is no Agency controlling precursors. Consequently, the traffickers are capitalizing on the weaknesses on the control systems to divert and traffic in these substances

Armed conflicts in many parts of Africa have been fought by the youth who have been misguided to use drugs to commit atrocities more than we can imagine.


Drug traffickers are increasingly using West African countries along the Gulf of Guinea for smuggling cocaine from Latin America into Europe and to a lesser extent to America. This is evidenced by the volume of seizures effected in this sub-region for the past three years. Seizure of 1 ton of cocaine in Kenya in 2005 will suggest that traffickers are diversifying their routes.

Drug production, distribution and consumption encompass violence, gangsterism,   theft, corruption and abuse of public authority

The increase in the prevalence of HIV/AIDS infection is a matter of concern. 
 70% of the World’s HIV/AIDS population is in Africa with 25Million Africans affected. The role of substance abuse through injection drug use and risky sexual behaviour associated with the use of psychoactive substances has been recognized. In this regard, it is very necessary that concerted efforts are made for the sustainable management of the problem of drug abuse.
It is becoming increasingly clear that no single country can claim to have all the answers to the control of substance abuse and the management of people with drug related problems. Therefore there is a need for countries to share experiences and come out with implementable programmes to address the problem 
Before we explore the types of substances commonly abused in Ghana, let us look at some definitions.

DEFINITIONS

Drug -is any substance which when taken by an organism, will modify one or more of its functions.
Drug abuse –The use of any substance for purposes other than medical and scientific including use without prescription.

Drug Dependence- is a situation when a drug user cannot stop using the drug because an attempt to do so leads to unpleasant feeling which compels him to use the drug again. 

Intoxication –
This is the temporary state that results in the changes of the person's alertness, perceptions, decision making, judgment, emotions and behaviour due to the use of a substanc
Detoxification -The process by which a person who is dependent on psychoactive substance is helped to overcome the symptoms associated with the withdrawal of the drug.

Drug substitution-Treatment of drug dependence by prescription of a substitute drug for which cross-dependence and cross-tolerance exists.

Harm reduction –Programmes that seek to reduce harm without necessarily requiring abstinence.

Relapse -      Resumption of substance abuse following a period of abstinence
Types of substances commonly abused in Ghana 
The common drugs of abuse include Alcohol, tobacco, cannabis, cocaine, 

heroin, amphetamine and amphetamine type stimulants, Sedative-hypnotics,
 Pethidine and morphine and other prescribed drugs.
Alcohol 

Alcohol use is linked with the socio-cultural life of Ghanaians. Its abuse in Africa 
is largely due to ignorance and increased efforts in its advertisement. Psychiatric 

Complications such as Delirium Tremens, alcoholic hallucinosis, Alcoholic 

Paranoia, Wernicke’s encephalopathy and Korsakoff’s psychosis occur 

But unfortunately, many do not receive psychiatric attention.
In most countries in Africa people with alcohol related problems feature in 
General hospitals. 
For example in South Africa, it is estimated that 30% of 

General hospital admissions are directly or indirectly related to alcohol.
Cannabis is the main narcotic drug of abuse in Ghana. Its cultivation is on the 
increase and Morocco remains the World's largest producer.
Cannabis is known 

to be a contributory factor to the occurrence of schizophrenic-like psychosis
The plant grows wild throughout most tropical and temperate regions of the 

World. Prior to the production of synthetic fiber, the cannabis plant was 

Cultivated for the tough fiber of its stem.

The producers of cannabis are small scale farmers while the distributors are 

young people from urban centers. The consumers represent the youth and adults 

from different strata of the economic ladder. However the traffickers are people 

who are well established with lots of connections. The production of cannabis

may be related to unemployment and the fact that it is a profitable activity with a 
better economic reward than the traditional crops

One of the cannabinols,delta-9 Tetrahydrocannabinol (THC} is believed to be 
responsible for most of the psychoactive effect of cannabis.
Three illicit drugs that are produced from cannabis are Marijuana, hashish and 
cannabis Oil. Marijuana is the leaves and flowering tops of the cannabis plant that 
are dried to produce a tobacco-like substance that is smoked. Hashish consists of 
 THC-rich resinous material of the cannabis plant which is collected, dried and 
then compressed into balls, cakes, or cookie-like sheets. Pieces are then broken 
off, placed in pipes and smoked.
Marijuana contains known toxins and cancer causing chemicals. Some of the 

effects of Marijuana use include palpitations, reddening of the eyes, impaired 

concentration and hunger. Hallucinations, fantasies and schizophrenic-like 

symptoms have been reported. Long term chronic use is associated with 

Amotivational Syndrome characterized by apathy, impairment of 

Judgment, memory and concentration and loss of interest in personal appearance 

and pursuit of personal goals.
 Cannabis use in Ghana has been associated with the return of our soldiers who 

fought in India during the second war and had transported the use of the substance 

in the country. However, it started to be used on a wider scale in the sixties when

permissive life began to operate.

           Cocaine is the most potent stimulant of natural origin extracted from the coca 
Plant (Erythroxylum coca) which is indigenous to the Andean highlands of South 

America. Illicit cocaine is usually distributed as a white crystalline powder. The 

powder usually cocaine hydrochloride is often snorted or dissolved and injected.
Crack cocaine is also available in some African countries. They are smoked in 

pipes having been prepared into a rock-like substance.
When cocaine is used, a pleasurable state of well-being, relief from fatigue 

, increased mental alertness, increased physical strength, reduction of hunger and 

indifference to pain are achieved. Cocaine effects are immediate but short lived.
Large doses can lead to paranoia and tactile hallucinations particularly feeling as 

if insects are crawling on the body. A state similar to Paranoid Schizophrenia may 

be induced by chronic use.
Cocaine abuse surfaced in Ghana in  the mid-eighties and its use continue to 

increase due to its availability. It is an expensive drug which is related to crime on 

the part of users who need more money to sustain the habit.
Amphetamines These are stimulant drugs under international control. 
They were 

initially used for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder(ADHD) 

and Narcolepsy. Due to strict controls they are produced in clandestine 

laboratories and it is suspected that some are being produced in 

some African countries They are also smuggled into Africa from other countries 

when they find their way into open markets and some stores.
South Africa and some of the North African countries have problems with their 
use, They are often used by long distance drivers and people who want to be alert 

for long periods.
The perceived reason for their use include; wakefulness, mental alertness, 
increased initiative, improved concentration, elevation of mood, confidence and 

talkertiveness.
In Ghana, Amphetamine type stimulants are not imported into the country.
Heroin – is trafficked to Africa from South East Asian countries in transit to 

Europe and North America. Heroin is obtained from opium which is not grown in 
Africa. The use of Heroin is spreading to many African countries. The most 

worrying aspect of its use is its injection use which is contributing to spread of 

HIV/AIDS infection. According to studies done in Kenya, Nigeria and South 

Africa, intravenous drug use appears higher than commonly believed. WHO study

 in Nairobi City revealed a high number of Heroin abusers injecting the drug 

intravenously. In Lagos, a study carried out in 2000 found that HIV Prevalent 

rate among Heroin and Cocaine street users was almost twice as high as among 

non drug users ( 9.8% for the former as compared with 5.4% for the latter) 
Opiates are known to suppress pain response. The effects are general central 

nervous system depression, reducing pain perception, reducing fear, lessening of  

inhibitions and elevation of mood.

In Ghana Heroin is trafficked though East Africa Ethiopia and United Arab 

Emirates. Heroin use surfaced in the mid-eighties in Ghana  Heroin dependency 
causes severe withdrawal symptoms when the user 

abstains. The withdrawal symptoms include pains in the joints, shivering, nasal 

discharge and lacrimation, diarrhea, abdominal cramps and vomiting.
Heroine use is also associated with crime because of its cost and potent addictive     properties.

       Pethedine and Morphine 
These substances are often abused by health personnel 

who have access to them. Invariably they are introduced to the substances when 
they are treated legitimately for severe pains for a period and then they continue 
to self medicate. Other people who had also been introduced to them become
dependent on them because of bad unprofessional medical practice.
Withdrawal symptoms and effects are similar to heroin
 Abuse of sedative –hypnotics 
Barbiturates and benzodiazepines are abused in large quantities in Ghana. These 

drugs are not properly regulated and can be found on the parallel markets in many 

African countries. Ghana and Nigeria have been importing large quantities of 

Diazepam and it is not clear whether they are all consumed in those countries
Volatile substance Abuse- This involves inhalation of vapours from a number of 

substances, which when they enter the body through the lungs produce 

rapid effects. The range of products abused contain solvents such as 

toluene, hexanes, ethyl acetate, acetone, methyl ethyl ketone, methylene chloride 

and dichloromethane. Commonly abused products include glue, cleansing fluids, 

lighter fuels, nail polish remover, paint thinners and aerosol products.
Many countries in Africa have reported the abuse of volatile substances 
particularly by the youth.

The effects of solvents come fairly quickly after use. They lead to lowered oxygen 

levels in the brain and disinhibition. The effect is similar to alcohol intoxication 

but is short lived.
Users often feel dizzy, have slurred speech, stagger and have double 
vision. Some can hallucinate as they become delirious.
Prolonged use can lead to brain damage as well as damage to the kidneys and the  
liver.

The abuse of volatile substances in Ghana is almost is not on a wide scale. We 

should look out for victims of abuse the abuse of volatile substances without 

making too much noise about their abuse.
LSD It is derived from fungus that affects grasses and cereal grain and it is 

manufactured illegally..
LSD produces changes in perception ranging from illusions and full scale 

hallucinations. There is a subjective feeling of increased mental activity, altered 
body image and changes in the sense of time and place.

Psychotic reactions with confusional state may occur. Flash backs are often 

Common. They are abused in some countries in Africa but its abuse is almost 

unknown in Ghana 
Response of Ghana to drug abuse
1 Establishment of Narcotics Control Board  and the enactment of PNDC Law 

236 in 1990

2 Creation of Addictive Unit at Korlebu

3 Psychiatric Hospitals treating and offering counseling

4 Few Private clinics and NGOS helping 

What Needs to be done

1   Provision of a pilot National Treatment and Rehabilitation Centre

2  Training of counselors

3  Provision of National Programmes and  Decentralization 
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