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1. Introduction 

 ‘Drug abuse’ means the use of medicine, originally intended for the treatment of 

diseases, for purposes other than medicinal, or to use drugs that are not pharmaceutically 

legal. In Japan, around 40% of cannabis abusers are under the age of 30 and it still remains to 

be abused mainly by the young.  The terrible thing about drugs is they cause ‘dependency’. 1

Moreover, the users develop ‘tolerance’ through repeated uses. Eventually, the users become 

unable to control the use of drugs at their own will. This essay will focus on the current 

problems with drugs use in Japan in order to improve the situation, by focusing on the young. 

2. Drug Problem in Japan 

A) What are the problems? 

 Common features of drug abuse are bad effects on the brain and dependency. Abuse 

of these drugs have serious physical and societal impacts. 

 National Police Agency, Statistics on drugs and firearms in 2015 Statistical data: Drug, https://www.npa.go.jp/1

sosikihanzai/yakubutujyuki/yakujyuu/yakujyuu1/h27_yakubutsu_data.xlsx, [Last visited 2017/06/10]
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 With regards to the physical influences, the user suffers from stimulant drug 

psychosis and personality disorder. In addition, using cannabis (marijuana)  harmfully affects 2

vision, hearing and perception. If the user continues abusing it, symptoms of psychosis such 

as hallucinations and delusions will eventually develop. 

 For the impacts on the society, abusing drugs may result in the commission of 

crimes, family problems, occupation loss and economic problems. In fact, in Japan, car 

accidents caused by people considered to have used ‘dangerous drugs’  have gained the 3

public attention. 

B) Law 

 This section will introduce some of the laws concerning drug control in Japan. In 

Japan, it is a crime ‘just to possess it’, even if the illegal drugs such as stimulants, cocaine, 

heroin, etc. are not used nor sold. This is due to the dangers of drugs. There are high 

possibilities of harm being done to others when drugs are used, and there are chances of them 

being used even if they are only possessed. The laws are simply trying to prevent damage by 

criminalizing it.  

 "Cannabis" refers to cannabis (Cannabis / Sativa el) and its products. However, this excludes mature stems of 2

cannabis grass and its products (excluding resins) and seeds of hemp grass and its products (Art 1 of the 
“Cannabis Control Law”)

 They are similar to drugs and stimulants, as they also cause euphoria and hallucinating effects. But they are not 3

governed by laws such as the Drug Control Law. Previously, in Japan, herbs were separated into explicit herbs 
and legal herbs.  

“We selected a new designation name to replace "demolished drag"”, Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare of 
Japan, http://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/houdou/0000051607.html, [Last visited 2017/06/10]
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The Stimulant Drug Control Law (Act No. 252 of 1952) 

 This law is intended to prevent import, export, possessing and manufacturing of 

stimulant drugs and its raw materials, to prevent health hazards caused by abuse of stimulant 

drugs (stimulants). The purpose of the law is to allow necessary enforcements to be 

conducted on assignment and use of drugs.  4

Cannabis Control Law 

 This is a law concerning possession, cultivation, transfer, etc. of cannabis. This 

mainly focuses on banning unlicensed cannabis handling. 

 Regulations for cannabis handlers' licenses, obligations of cannabis handlers, 

supervision of cannabis handlers, penalties, and many other issues are covered by this law.  5

Narcotics and Psychotropic Control Law 

 Narcotics and the Psychotropic Control Law prevents the abuse of drugs and 

psychotropic substances. It is aimed at promoting public welfare by taking necessary 

measures such as providing necessary medical care to person in need and enforcing necessary 

regulations concerning production and distribution.  6

 Others include: Opium law, Poisonous and Deleterious Substances Control Law, etc. 

 Art 1 of the Stimulant Drug Control Law4

 Arts 5, 13, 18, 24 the Cannabis Control Law5

 Art 1 of the Narcotics and Psychotropic Control Law6
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C) Number of arrest [Narcotics, stimulants, etc.]  7

 Although the number of drug-related arrests in Japan is gradually decreasing, the 

change is not significant. 

3. Drug history in Japan  8

  

 Drugs were first used in Japan around the 1920s. However, it has became easily 

available ever since the 1950s. Below is the history of drug use in Japan up to the present day. 

● Before 1945 

Drugs (opium, cocaine etc.) were available, but only a few abused them. 

● 1945~1954 

There was a rapid increase in the number of stimulants abusers. At the peak, there 

were more than 50,000. Strong regulations and enforcements were implemented. 

The Stimulant Drug Control Law entered into force in 1951. 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014

Stimulant Drug Control Law 12,200 12,083 11,842 11,127 11,148

Cannabis Control law 2,367 1,759 1,692 1,616 1,813

Narcotics and Psychotropic 

Control Law

375 346 341 540 452

Opium law 23 12 6 9 24

Total 14,965 14,400 13,881 13,292 13,437

 Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare Department of Medicine and Living Sanitary Affairs Monitoring 7

guidance · Drug administration section, “Current situation of drug abuse and measures”, (Nov 2015), http://
www.mhlw.go.jp/bunya/iyakuhin/yakubuturanyou/dl/pamphlet_04.pdf, [Last visited, 10 June 2017]

 Drug Database, 'Basic knowledge on drug abuse prevention', <http://www.dapc.or.jp/data/kiso/6.htm>, [Last 8

visited 10 June 2017]
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● 1955~1964 

Instead of stimulants, drugs (heroin) became more prevalent. A lot flowed into the 

country via international smuggling routes. The young's ‘sleeping pill’ and 

‘painkiller play’ also became problematic. In 1963, penalties were strengthened and 

measures against drug addicts were introduced.  

● 1965~1974 

The abuse of thinner became prevalent among juveniles. It became a social problem. 

The number of abusers which was around 2,500 in 1967 increased to over 20,000 by 

1968. Concurrently, abuse of stimulant drugs amongst adults also started to increase 

rapidly. The majority of those arrested were involved with gangsters. 

● 1975~1984 

Abusers of stimulant drugs continued to increase. From 1975 onwards, the number 

was around 20,000 people. After 1983, the amount of stimulant drug seizure also 

increased. Abuse began to spread amongst citizens of the society. Many serious 

conditions, some of which are: drug abuse by females, thinner abuse by juveniles, 

cannabis use trends and cocaine contamination, continue to increase. 

● 1996~Present 

Known as the ‘third period of stimulant drug abuse’, in 1999 the amount of stimulant 

seizure exceeded 1 ton for the first time in history. At the same time, abuse by the 

young became clear. Also, in 2004, very severe situations, such as MDMA tablet 

type synthetic narcotics offenses and number of persons committing cannabis 

offenses have all reached record high. 
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4. Rehabilitation System 

 As drug problems relate to the security of the society, which is fundamental, 

measures taken by the government have always been progressing. 

 In July 2003, the Drug Abuse Promotion Headquarters formulated the ‘New Five-

Year Drug Abuse Prevention Strategy’ aiming for the early termination of the third period of 

stimulant drug abuse. Nowadays, it is very important to detect and take countermeasures 

early since the seizure volume is increasing. Comprehensive drug countermeasures are 

promoted based on the formulated ‘Emergency countermeasures for preventing drug 

smuggling’.  9

 On the other hand, various supports are being offered to drug users. Below, the 

author will describe the supports currently provided in Japan, with analyses by referring to 

various literatures. 

A) Physical symptoms management and medication therapy 

 Fundamentally, it is important to treat acute / chronic physical and psychiatric 

symptoms, deal with withdrawal period, and discontinue dependency. 

 Drug addicts tend to depend on some kind of medicine and become depressed if they 

are faced with even a bit of conflict or vague frustration. Antidepressants and anti-anxiety 

 National Police Agency, 'THE WHITE PAPER on POLICE 2005', Chapter 4 Topic 3 3-(1), (Aug 2005),<http://9

www.npa.go.jp/hakusyo/h17/hakusho/h17/index.html>, [Last visited, 10 June 2017]

!6

http://www.npa.go.jp/hakusyo/h17/hakusho/h17/index.html
http://www.npa.go.jp/hakusyo/h17/hakusho/h17/index.html


drugs are used to deal with these. But treatment for psychotic symptoms, which is mainly 

based on hallucinations and paranoia, requires hospitalization and the use of antipsychotics. 

 In general, drug addicts tend to be more dependent on other medicines, so the 

amount of anxiolytic and hypnotic drugs with high risks of dependence formation should be 

kept to a minimum. When the target symptom disappears, the gradual decrease of the amount 

of drugs / stop of drug prescription will be important.  

B) Psychosocial approach 

 The fact that there are more young people using stimulant drugs and being 

dependent on other drugs means that there is less social interaction. Also, as the number of 

dependents increase, organic solvent (for example, thinner) addiction also increases. It is 

challenging, but the government shall work on attempting to increase ‘social participation’ 

rather than ‘reintegration’.  

 In general, to help drug dependents, it is important to recognize their dependence 

and the various problems related to it, in order to motivate them and try to solve it. Also, it is 

important to continuously support them so they do not succumb to the urge resulting from the 

withdrawal.  

 Understanding of the social background as well as related disorders are 

indispensable for coming up with approaches to tackle drug addiction. This also includes 

understanding the individual and maybe even his/her relationship with his/her family. The 

reason is because psychosocial and physical obstacles, including interpersonal relationships 
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and economic problems, are causes for the ingestion of dependent medicines.  

 In order to cope with these problems, a ‘multifaceted’ approach that combines 

environment adjustment to patient conditions is important. 

 Examples of some of the approaches include: individual psychotherapy, group 

psychotherapy, introspection therapy, family therapy and understanding of cognitive 

behavior, through cooperation with psychiatrists, internal medicine physicians, social 

workers, clinical psychologists, public institutions, self-help groups, families or colleagues at 

workplaces.  

 For young dependents, it is especially important for therapists to approach the 

family, as they care about each other and this will help promote mutual trust rebuilding. It is 

also important to consult with juvenile centers, mental health welfare centers, specialized 

medical institutions, etc. as soon as possible, to seek cooperation. For juvenile addicts who do 

not try to hastily solve the problems, it is necessary to promote social participation while also 

utilizing the various social supports, from a long-term educational point of view. It is also 

important to encourage family members to participate in family therapy sessions. 

I. Administrative agencies 

 The government formulated the ‘Fourth Five-Year Drug Abuse Prevention Strategy’ 

in August 2013. In July, the government also compiled the ‘Emergency Measures for 
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Elimination of Abuse of Dangerous Drugs’.  10

① To prevent people from abusing drugs by enhancing efforts to raise awareness 

amongst young people, families and communities and by boosting normative 

consciousness 

② To strictly prevent relapse into drug abuse by supporting drug abusers through 

treatment, assistance with reintegration into society and provision of enriching 

support for their families 

③ To eliminate illicit drug trafficking organizations, exercise thorough control over 

end-users and strengthen oversight of diversifying abusive drugs 

④ To interdict entry of illicit drugs into Japan through strict crackdowns at borders 

⑤ To promote international cooperation on interdicting drug smuggling 

II. Private institutions 

 One non-profit organization (NPO)  does a lot of activities, such as: telephone 11

consultation on drug addiction, nationwide introduction of collaborative treatment agencies, 

rehabilitation of drug addicts, provision of accommodation and administrative facilities, 

operation of business, lifestyle support projects, independence support projects, nationwide 

consultation assistance projects for families with drug addicts, prisons, holding drug 

withdrawal guidance programs at juvenile training schools. 

 Counsel for Promoting Measures to Prevent Drug Abuse, 'The Fourth Five-Year Drug Abuse Prevention 10

Strategy', Chapter 3 Topic (Aug 2013), <http://www.mhlw.go.jp/file/06-Seisakujouhou-11120000-
Iyakushokuhinkyoku/4_5strategy-e.pdf>, [Last visited, 10 June 2017]

 “Non-profit corporation "GAIA" Drug / alcohol dependence rehabilitation center”, http://ryukyu-t.com/, [Last 11

visited 2017/06/10]
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5. Young people 

A) Drug Abuse by the Young 

 Young people  are very curious, they take drugs with the very simple motivation of 12

not wanting to be left out of the group. 

 For example, young people misunderstand cannabis, including easy-to-obtain thinner 

(organic solvent), to be ‘safe’ because of little physical dependence, and thus rely on 

stimulant drugs. Also, female high school and junior high school students misunderstand the 

stimulants to have positive effects, such as weight loss. Moreover, casualization of nickname 

such as "Speed" and "Es" dilute the feeling of resistance, increasing youth drug abuse. 

Synthetic narcotic is called “Ecstasy"; as it is colorful, it gives an illusion of it being 

fashionable and dilutes the young’s resistance and feelings of guilt when taking it.  

B) The Reasons 

 In general, drug problems in minors or the young, such as the abuse of stimulant 

drugs and cannabis, are connected to delinquency and commission of crimes. However, the 

essence of the problem is rather the ‘relationship’ between the young and their family and 

friends. One of the main causes which drives the young people into using drugs is problems 

with their family members and friends. As they do not feel the sense of belonging, they seek 

for ways to escape from the stress and pressure. 

 In other words, it can be said that drug abuse / dependence is not an outward 

 In this context, young people refers to minors.12
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violence aimed at others or the society, but rather an inward self-harming behavior. In 

addition, problematic behaviors or occurrences such as withdrawal symptoms, self-injuring 

(wrist-cutting), eating disorders (refusing to or overeating), have increased in tendency in 

recent years. It seems to be more widespread than expected.  

 Wada and others conducted the ‘survey on nationwide junior high school students’ 

awareness and actual situation on drug abuse’ on junior high school students (between 12 to 

15 years old).  Results have shown that, throughout the country, lifetime experience rates of 13

major drugs are decreasing year by year. Organic solvents were the highest, followed by 

cannabis and stimulants. 

6. Analysis 

 Drug dependence is not solved only by the abusers’ individual efforts. For example, 

as stated before, it is necessary to enact laws with strict punishments, prevent the circulation 

of drugs through government policies and provide treatments such as rehabilitation at private 

facilities. Specifically, penalties for suppliers should be increased first. Supports also should 

not only be granted to the individual but also to their families and the society. Long-term 

treatments may be necessary, not temporary ones, because drugs have a high repeat rate due 

to the dependence they create. More fundamentally, it is necessary to solve the problem that 

triggers drug taking, such as not being able to foster relationships with others. It is 

challenging to clean up as the problems are often very personal. 

 “Survey on nationwide junior high school students' consciousness, actual situation about drinking, smoking, 13

drug abuse” (2016) http://www.ncnp.go.jp/nimh/yakubutsu/report/pdf/J_NJHS_2016.pdf, [Last visited 
2017/06/10]
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7. Conclusion 

 In Japan, injuries caused by car accidents resulting from drugged driving frequently 

occur and fill the media. From these incidents and the general public’s knowledge of the risks 

of drugs, the term ‘dangerous drugs’ was coined. Although it may be impossible to eradicate 

drug abuse, the various mentioned measures should be utilized by the public and private 

sectors in their attempts to tackle the problem. 
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