


The burning issue





No one can win when we fight each other





The community must work together to resolve the question of tackling the heroin scourge, and that includes the vexed question of injecting rooms, says GLENN MITCHELL�


The road to establishing a supervised heroin injecting centre will be almost as tough as beating heroin addiction itself.





There are seemingly countless obstacles to the proposal.





Equally, there is the ever-present danger of the debate running off the rails, much as there is for an addict trying to break addiction.





The State Government yesterday sought to clear major political obstacles by allowing the Legislative Council – where the Liberal Party has the numbers – and the Legislative Assembly a right of veto to close the facilities or reject them outright.





The government also has sought to accommodate police concerns by ruling there would be no heroin dealing exclusion zones.








The legislation – while not allowing police to charge addicts using within the rooms – also provides police with discretionary powers to determine if dealing is going on inside the centres.





Clearly, the most overwhelming problem for the government now is winning community support and allaying community fears.





This is because Liberal politicians’ community feedback will determine how they vote on the government’s legislation in the spring session.





VicHealth chief executive and Penington committee member Dr Rob Moodie describes the conundrum as such: “It is not about choosing between one approach – law enforcement – against the other, health and rehabilitation.





It is about both of these approaches complementing each other.  It is not about either/or.  Fear can drive division and we need to pull people together, not alienate them.  We need to overcome the politics of fear.”





One method has been to widen debate in the community so the choice for the community is not simply whether people support injecting centres or they don’t.





The community is being asked for its opinions on more detailed questions: about public safety, policing, the so-called “honeypot” effect, and location of rooms.





“When we get into these issues we find there is a much more positive and less divisive debate,” Dr Moodie said.








One of the main problems has been the performance of Professor David Penington, the head of the State Government’s drug advisory committee, in trying to sell the government’s policy.





His tendency for confrontational politics over the issue has been criticised.  Consequently, Prof. Penington’s position in the debate is now under scrutiny.





The Penington situation has reached such a critical point that Premier Steve Bracks and Health Minister John Thwaites are examining his role.





Putting the Penington issue aside, there is a clear acknowledgment from the government and the Penington committee of the need to work with, rather than against, opponents of injecting rooms and the rest of the community.





Committee member Robert Richter, QC, said the major legal issue facing the centres was the possibility of staff being charged with aiding and abetting – while addicts could face charges for possession and self-administration.





These issues have become pivotal to the debate after Police Commissioner Neil Comrie warned Wesley Central Mission it would be prosecuted if it operated before the legislation.





Furthermore, Mr Comrie said it was essential that police had complete access to heroin injecting rooms in order to detect trafficking activities.





“This is the key legal issue – whether police will allow drug-taking to take place at the centres,” Mr Richter said.





He believed there were two options.  First, a compact with police where police would not prosecute staff or addicts on possession or aiding and abetting charges.





The second, and most likely, would be where it was not illegal to use heroin on the premises for the life of the proposed 24-month trials.





“This would be legislation for the specific purpose of conducting a trial of heroin injecting rooms,” Mr Richter said.





One of the major areas to overcome will be whether addicts use the rooms, particularly with police wanting access to them.





A study by Turning Point’s youth substance abuse service found 89 per cent of 215 street users surveyed would use the rooms.  But surveys taken after the role of the police is determined will be the key to establishing the true willingness of addicts.





There is no doubt addicts would be scared off by police.





This raises a crucial point: as Mr Richter says, how the law is enforced will be pivotal to any success an injecting centre may achieve.
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�
ANALYSING LANGUAGE





Using the language of obstacles has enabled this journalist to create an air of danger and unpredictability. The reader feels a very real sense that the situation is precarious. There are a number of obstacles to the proposal. The reader feels a sense of opposition as well as the community division and fear. In this article the journalist has referred to the obstacles both directly and indirectly.





Highlight those comments, statements and sentences that suggest directly or indirectly that there are obstacles to the proposal. Then create two columns, one titled ‘direct references’ and the other titled ‘indirect references’, and build a list of these references. Don’t forget to look at the headline.





An example of a direct reference to obstacles faced in this debate would be:





“There are seemingly countless obstacles to the proposal.”





The journalist refers directly to the word “obstacle”.





An example of an indirect reference could be:





“Fear can drive division and we need to pull people together, not alienate them.”





The second statement, while not referring directly to the word “obstacle” nevertheless makes the point that fear can be an obstacle to the process at hand, that people are divided on the issue and that there is a need to find common ground. The writer has created a picture in the reader’s mind of a fragmented society. This is an obstacle to the proposal.





Can you see how the journalist has employed a particular type of language to communicate a particular idea? Did the writer use more direct or more indirect references? How does using indirect references add complexity to an article such as this? 
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