INTRODUCTION

Drug Abuse: A National Threat

According to a recent national survey, an estimated 19.1 million Americans age 12
and older currently use illicit drugs.' In other words, 8 percent of the country’s popu-
lation age 12 and over reported using some kind of illegal drug in the past 30 days.

Although most categories of drug use have shown declines in recent years, there is
no question that substance abuse remains a serious problem in the United States.
lllegal drugs are of concern not only because of their adverse effects on users, their
friends, and their families, but also because their destructive influence spreads to
every sector of society. Drug use harms communities in many ways—through lost
productivity on the job and increased absences from work,? barriers to academic
performance,” high medical costs," and drug-related crime,” to give just a few
examples. The human and financial costs of drug use are unacceptable and place an
enormous burden on our country. For the sake of our communities and our future,
we need to do everything in our power to confront this threat to our public health
and public safety.

Substance abuse is an enormous and multifaceted problem, involving myriad factors
and conditions. Effectively addressing this problem requires an equally wide variety
of responses. However, our efforts to control substance abuse too often become
fragmented as a result, with anti-drug groups unaware of what others may be
doing—or that they exist at all. Also, anti-drug programs are frequently driven by
funding that focuses on targets that may be only loosely tied to the immediate
needs of the community.
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Quite often, the problem lies in an inability to focus and coordinate available
resources in a comprehensive, integrated fashion. There are many reasons why such
coordination is difficult. Multiple jurisdictions, overlapping boundaries, and discon-
nected areas of responsibility, for example, can make it hard for the various groups to
stay informed about each other’s actions. And in many cases, money flows in narrow
funding streams from multiple sources to isolated projects that share neither
resources nor insights, a phenomenon referred to as “stovepiping.”

Most communities understand the need to pool resources and work collectively to
combat drug abuse. Many, in fact, are beginning to create new methods for bringing
together diverse interests and jurisdictions to coordinate strategies and leverage
resources. Almost every U.S. city possesses a range of tools for reducing drug use: law
enforcement, courts, schools, and treatment providers, for example. Some also have
drug courts, student drug-testing programs, and community-based coalitions.
Elected officials in many cities, counties, and towns have made it a priority to keep
their communities drug-free.

What communities often lack, though, is effective collaboration and coordination
among the various entities involved in the anti-drug effort. States, counties, cities,
and neighborhood associations generally do not communicate with each other
about substance abuse on a regular basis. As a result, anti-drug organizations often
have no common compass, no shared sense of the big picture. Their actions are not
fully in sync with those of others in the wider community and, thus, address only a
small part of the problem. Unable to present a united front, they cannot effectively
confront the threat.

The Major Cities Initiative is a unifying and activating process, providing guidance
and a wide-angle perspective to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of local
anti-drug efforts. Its purpose is not to replace citizen volunteers with bureaucrats or
to turn the job over to the government, but rather to harness the resources and
energy of those eager to take action.

The intent is to spark dialog, foster partnerships on all levels, and create local area-
wide networks linking the various sectors of the community. This, in turn, can open
channels of communication and stimulate the free flow of information, ideas, and
resources. The program operates on a simple principle: The greater the common
understanding of a problem and the more people work together, the better their
ability to solve the problem.

This document is a guide for any U.S. city, county, or town that wants to implement
an anti-substance-abuse program based on the Major Cities model. The booklet
begins with a brief overview of the Major Cities Initiative, explaining its goals, its
approach, and the key measures that are used to gauge its success.
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The “Blueprint for Action” section shows how individuals can work together to lay the
groundwork for the program. Explained here are the necessary first steps for local
anti-substance-abuse “champions” who want to mobilize others in the effort. Critical
early steps include performing a data-based threat analysis to identify the drug
problem. This chapter also provides guidance on setting up the program’s architec-
ture and includes suggestions for creating a Steering Committee, a Working Group,
and various Task Forces.

"Planning the Work" describes how to reach out to the community and enlist
partners to help do the work of the initiative. It gives advice on scheduling and
conducting the strategy development session—the important kickoff meeting
during which participants come together for the first time to hear presentations on
the local drug threat and to hammer out strategies for addressing it.

The “Working the Plan”section explains how to keep the program on course after its
launch. Implementation, in large part, means following through with action plans
developed at the strategy development meeting. It also means maintaining and
broadening strategic contacts with key members of the community while at the
same time forging new partnerships. Moreover, this section emphasizes the impor-
tance of monitoring your community’s drug problem regularly and modifying the
program as needed to address changes in the threat.

Finally, the “Resources” section offers information about government agencies and
other organizations that can help you plan and implement a Major Cities initiative.
Various appendices provide a wealth of information, including sample documents,
checklists, action steps, and tips that can help you develop and implement your
program. (Appendix A, for example, provides a checklist that can serve as a guide as
you plan your initiative.)
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