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Understanding 
Drugs 
This book is a basic introduction for parents 

about the use and misuse of drugs, but it 

should also be of great use and assistance 

to all concerned with this major problem. 

It w ill help you to understand a little more 

about drugs and the drug problem and w ill 

encourage you: 

~ to prevent the young people whom you 

know from becoming drug misusers 

~ to cope with drug misusers by 

supporting them and getting them the 

kind of help which they need to bring 

them to the stage where they can once 

more live a fulfilled and happy life 

without drugs, 
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Drugs all about us 

When we think of drugs we often think of heroin, 

coca ine and cannabis, because these are the drugs 

that get most public attention. 

But we are living in a drug using society. 

Practically every day each of us has contact 

with five or six types of common drugs. 

~ Caffeine (Tea/ Coffee) 

~ Nicotine 

~ Alcohol 

~ Painkillers 

~ Tranquillisers 

~ Sleeping Pills 



The fact that we 
use drugs doesn't mean 
that we all have a drug 
problem... unless we are 

'drug MISUSERS'1. 

Do you use any 
drug in such a way 

that it causes injury to 
yourself or to your 

family? Then YOU are a 
'drug MISUSER' 

We all use drugs, 
but we don't always 

think of ourselves as 
'drug MISUSERS'. 



What is a drug? 
A drug is: 

~ A chemical which people use for 
medical purposes 

~ A chemical which people take for 

pleasure 

I 

~ A chemical which has the power to 
change a person 's mood, or the way he 
or she thinks about things 

~ A chemical on which the taker may 
become dependent 



There are many drugs available in Ireland today. 
Young people are being exposed to them at a 
very early age. 

The pressure on all of us to use them from time 
to time can be very strong. 

These drugs may be: 

Remember: 
Parents are the child's main defence against the 
pressures to use drugs. You must know the facts 
about drugs and be able to talk to your child . 
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What is drug misuse? 
Drug misuse is the use of any drug which 
leads to injury of the individual or of society. 

This concerns 011 of us. 



• 

Using drugs too freely or 
carelessly can lead to drug 
misuse. 

So, before we look at young 
people for the signs of drug
taking, we really need to look 
at ourselves and our own 
attitudes to the drugs with 
which we 're familiar. 
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Where do people get drugs? 
Anywhere that attracts people In large numbers, 

e.g., pubs, discos, parties. Drugs are usually 

offered by a friend or acquaintance, and so the 

Invitation to try them is attractive. 

It is worth remembering however, that many drug 

mlsusers get their first drug experiences from 

experimenting with pills prescribed for some 

family member and left around the house. 

How do you recognise drug taking 
among teenagers? 
It IS Important to listen and talk to the young 

person and to recognise signs and check out 

suspicious behaviour whICh may Indicate drug 

misuse. You should also make allowances for 

mood swings and difficult behaviour which are 

often part of growing-up. The following points 

are useful signals of possible drug misuse: 

The main sources of drugs are: 
==..:::.:====== 

The home 

Legal prescriptions 

Forged prescriptions 

Raids on chemists ' shops 

Smuggled illegal drugs 

A secrecy about activities and whereabouts 

New and stran e friends 

Keeping unusually late hours 

Losing interest in old friends, sports or hobbies 

Excessive tiredness or loss of appetite 
== 

Mood swings you can 't explain 
~===== Appearing drunk or 'stoned' 

=====--
Selling prized possessions 

School work not being done 
===--=Poor school results 

Stealing 

job loss 
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There is a risk of becoming dependent 
on the drug. If the first experience was 
enjoyable, then the person may want 
to repeat it again and again, and this 
may eventually lead to addiction 
(dependence). 

There is a risk of buying a 
contaminated drug and having a 
particularly severe reaction. 

There is the risk of accident, injury or 
death while under the influence of 
drugs. 

There is the risk of becoming involved 
with the law. 



Becoming dependent on drugs 
Some drugs give people emotional security, 

they relieve stress and tension, or they help 

people to sleep . If a person uses a drug for such 

a purpose regularly, they may come to depend 

on the d rug and feel unable to cope w ithout it. 

Other drugs affect the body as we ll as the 

mind . If a person uses these drugs regularly, 

more and more of the drug w ill be needed to 

produce the same effect whether to relieve pain 

or to get "high". 

If the person stops using the drugs the effect 

w ill be that after 4 to 6 hours they will feel 

physica lly ill and suffer other w ithdrawa l 

symptoms. 

As the person becomes dependent on drugs, 

they change and may become deceitful, 

dishonest, and take advantage of other family 

members and friends. 
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Cannabis 
Cannabis is commonly called "pot", "hash ", 

"weed", "draw", "grass", "stnoke", "blow", 

"dope", "rnarijllona", "Moroccan Go/d", or 

"Pokhtoni Block". It comes in three different forms: 

",~. CANNABIS GRASS. (marijuana), which looks 

like dried herbs or parsley, is the least 

powerful form. It is often mode into a kind of 

home-mode cigarette called a "reefer" or "joint" 

and may also be smoked in a pipe. "Skunk" is on 

extra strong form of gro55 which contoil15 more 

drug than most other types of cannabis . 

(f;'. CANNABIS RESIN, which looks like a piece of on 

Oxo CIIbe, varies in colour from gold to block, 

and is scraped down to a fine powder when used. 

Thh is a stronger form of the drug. It can also 

be made into cigarettes, lI5ed in pipes, or baked 

into bread or cakes . 

.. ,. LIQUID. concentrated cannabis is the most 

powerful form. It is pointed on the paper 

of on ordinary cigarette by usen. When 

smoked, cannabis gives off a strong, sweet, 

incel15e-/ike smell. 

EXPERIENCE 
When cannabis is taken, the person feels very 

relaxed and uninhibited. They often talk and laugh 

a lot. The smoker may hear sounds more musically 

and see colours more vividly. Cannabis affects a 

person's sense of time, space and distance. 

Due to poor judgement, mistakes and accidents 

often occur. Sometimes mild hallucinations occllr 

so that the person may be slightly out of touch 

with reality. 

INITIAL EFFECTS 
When a person takes cannabis they may change 

mood quickly, forget things and have difficulty 

concentrating. Sense of co-ordination is likely to be 

poor. Eventually the person may become very tired 

and need a lot of sleep. Occasionally a person may 

have a particularly severe re,1Ction to cannabis, 

particularly if the Skunk form is smoked. 























Sometimes a parent observes worrying behaviour Then both parents should talk to the young person 

for some time and has evidence to confirm that the in a firm but loving and supportive way. 

young person is involved in drugs. In other cases a 

cnsis may occur; for example, the young person 

may come home under the influence of drugs or 

alcohol. 

If this happens to you, you should ask basic 

It is Important for you to find out whether the 

young person is at the stage of experimenting or 

has been using drugs regularly. 

questions like, "What did you take? ----~--... ... __ ---.. 

How long ag07 Did you swallow, .... 7.i~i~~ 
inhale or inject the drug? 

and then use common sense to 

decide whether there is a need 

to get a doctor or attend a hospital. 

If you decide that outside help 

is not necessary you should stay 

with the young person overnight 

and avoid further confrontation 

until he/ she is sober. 



If the young person has been using drugs regularly 

you should refer him/her for assessment by the 

local GP or by the Addiction Services at your 

local Health Board straight away. 

If it is a case of having taken something once, 

it may never happen again if you are firm, 

supportive, reasonable and vigilant. 

Unfortunately, many young people when 

questioned deny any involvement with drugs. 

You must spend time trying to get through to the 

young person, and try to understand their point of 

view. You must spend time listening to what they 

have to say, and know as often as possible where 

they are when they are not at home and who they 

are with. 

You should set firm and consistent rules for 

behaviour. 



If the worrying behaviour continues, you should 

speak to the young person again and meanwhile 

look for evidence of drugs or drug equipment. 

You should also contact the school or the parents 

of the young person . This may throw more light 

on the situation. 

If it is discovered that the young person really is on 

drugs, time should not be wasted, you should get 

professional help. The young person may need 

It can be a shattering experience to find that your 

teenager has taken or is taking drugs regularly. 

You will need the support of your friends and of 

professionals if you are to help them overcome this 

problem. 

While a serious drug problem can be difficult to 

overcome, there is always hope. 

treatment and counselling, and indeed ------

your whole family may need help. 



Preventing drug misuse means helping your 

children to develop personal strengths and values 

that can reduce the likelihood that they will 

become involved in drugs. It means being there 

when they need you, listening to them and sharing 

their feel ings. It means spending time together as a 

family and encouraging them to take up hobbies 

and develop their talents. 

You are an important influence on your children 

so all you do and say affects their behaviour. 

They also look to you for direction and example. 

If you are worried that your teenager may be 

involved in drugs, do not hesitate to ring or call 

to the Addiction Services at your 
local Health Board. 
where you can talk to someone in confidence. 



For those injecting drugs there is now a very real 
danger of contracting the Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus (HIV), the virus which causes AIDS. 
Many IV drug users in this country have the virus 
and are infecting others by sharing their 
injecting equipment. 
50, apart from the danger of drug addiction this 
also puts the person at risk of dying from AIDS. 
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