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Preamble

My submission to the AIFO-PHM Africa International Competition (2004-5) is

titled: "Substance Abuse: A Fresh Approach".  The essay is predicated on the urgent need for a radical rethinking of established methods of dealing with the 

devastating effects of this phenomenon, not only in developing countries, but all over the world.

Substance Abuse: A Fresh Approach
Introduction

In Arabia in the 7th Century AD, the Prophet of Islam, Nabi Muhammed (SAW) delivered a religious decree, based on divine revelation, whereby alcohol, in fact all intoxicating substances, would henceforth become "haram", i.e forbidden for all Muslims.  Previously, date and barley wine, and other alcoholic drinks had been freely imbibed as part of the culinary traditions of this region, with concomitant negative effects on their society.  Islam at that time was in its infancy, and Muslims numbered only a few thousand souls.  

Today, nearly 1400 years later,  over 1 billion Muslims worldwide are teetotallers, observing to the letter the Prophet's radical pronouncement.

We are currently faced with worse social challenges, and, for reasons to be referred to, we do not have the spiritual acumen of those early devotees to deal with most of them.  Yet, what we desperately need are similar ground-breaking solutions.

Modern society is living under enormous pressure, partly as a result of its own "cleverness".  We worship technological supremacy to the tragic extent where social, spiritual and emotional development, the "fabric" of society, is marginilised as non-productive, immaterial elements.  A natural consequence of this development paradigm, is a progressive slide into the abyss of decadence, characterised by anti-social behavioural traits such as substance dependence, gender and child abuse, promiscuity, prostitution, racial prejudice, homophobia, homicide etc.  Our left-hemispheric brain development focus has, over a few centuries, turned society into uncaring, avaricious, exploitative individuals and collectives, creating in the process an almost unbridgable chasm between those who have and those who have'nt.  However, it is not only the indigent who are suffering the ravages of substance abuse.  Affluent society is equally affected.  While in poor communities abuse reflects aspects of despair and hopelessness, in richer communities it is attributable primarily to stress associated with uncontrolled drives to succeed in the rat race. Boredom, exacerbated by spiritual emptyness, is another prime cause of substance abuse in rich communities.  Whatever the cause, the problem is huge.

The focus in most countries today, especially in the developed world, is on stricter legislative measures to counter drug distribution and use.  In some countries military- style operations characterise this fight to curtail the industry.  On the local front community organisations are doing their utmost to stem the tide, especially amongst youth.  However, indications are that the war will never be won.  New drugs arrive on the market more regularly than comestibles; backyard laboratories and factories manufacture tons of the stuff, and turn over millions.  To the same extent that the "fabric" is rent, society will suffer its consequences.  To restore civic equilibrium is  a daunting task, requiring political, economic and social sacrifices perhaps bordering on the impossible.  What is manifestly obvious to those with enough insight, is the need for radical remedies.  It may be impossible to restructure society, given the prevalence of apathy, greed and self-interest, but we can endeavour to substitute positive for destructive elements.  My proposal introduces such an alternative.

Kava kava - an overview

In the Pacific islands of Oceania, comprising the communities of Polynesia,

Micro-

nesia and Melanesia (refer map, addendum-1), inhabitants have for centuries 

imbibed an infusion of the root of the Kava Kava plant Piper Methysticum, a genus of the Pepper family, during ceremonial rituals,  and as part of the daily diet.  The concoction's main effects are the following : it relaxes body and mind, gives the user a sense of pleasant stimulation without the intoxicating results of alcohol or drugs.  The drinker in fact experiences a heightened sense of awareness, a warm cheerful demean, which increases sociability and friendliness; without the accompanying agonies associated with hangovers and withdrawal symptoms.  Pacific islanders are reputed to be of the most non-aggressive human beings on earth.  

Historical background

Although presently identified mainly with Western Polynesia, Kava has in the past been found and used in nearly all Pacific islands, with the notable exception of New Zealand.  Based on archaeological studies of traditional drinking vessels, it has been proposed that the herb was first domesticated in Polynesia more than 2000 years ago. Kava is now obtained from a wide range of cultivars in the South Pacific. The plant is always propagated from stem cuttings, as it does not reproduce via fertilisation methods.  There are many cultivars, and new strains continue to be developed by Polynesian farmers, because each strain is considered to have different

psycho-

active properties.  Kava is cultivated to a great degree today for the foreign market, because the extract has become a staple medicine of the psychotherapy profession. In 1998 it was among the top-selling herbs in the United States, with an annual turnover of $8m.  

Kava is a well-researched herb.  The crystalline resin was first isolated in 1857 by a French naval pharmacist, and a detailed monograph was published in 1886.  The Kavalactones are considered the active constituents of Kava Kava.  Total Kavalactone content per plant specimen varies from 3% to 20% dry weight.

Preparation Techniques

Kava is traditionally prepared in the South Pacific by grinding, and mixing the root, or root bark, with cold water.  This makes an emulsion that is a suspension of the

resinous constituents in water.   Kava consumed in Vanuatu is reported to be

the

strongest anywhere in the Pacific, reportedly as a result of preparing the drink from the raw, fresh roots, whereas in Fiji, and elsewhere, it is made from dried rootstock.

Botanical characteristics

The Kava plant is a robust, fairly succulent, well-branching, erect perennial shrub belonging to the Piperaceae (Pepper) family.  It thrives at altitudes of between 150m and 300m above sea level, and grows well in stony ground, both when

culti-

vated and in the wild.

When cultivated, the plant is usually harvested when it is about 2m tall, but in warm humid climates, the plant grows densely to heights of up to 6m.  The leaves are heart-shaped, pointed and smooth and green on both sides, and approximately 15cm in length.  For about 60cm or so just below the ground the root may become 5 - 8cm 

thick at maturity, which occurs 3 - 5 years after planting.  The roots may eventually become a heavy, knotted mass, which in the past was highly prized, as the root is said to gather strength and flavour with age.

Kava is planted much like sugarcane, by means of stalk cuttings, from whose joints grow the sprouts, or 'eyes'.  The stalks are then replanted in mud-filled trenches, using rotten leaves and weeds as fertiliser.  A new plantation would 

require 2 - 3 years before its roots were large enough to use, but once a plantation is growing, the roots would proliferate and send up new shoots.  In other words, the kava plantation would never require replanting, but would serve as an inheritance to the descendants.

Effects of Kava drinking

There is generally disagreement as to the taste of the kava drink.  Some users desribe the taste as cooling, numbing of the tongue, and stimulating without

intox-

icating.  Others experience a bitterness, and burning taste in the mouth. However, 

it is generally agreed that a little while after drinking, Kava is found to reduce fatigue, to allay anxiety, and to produce a  generally pleasant, cheerful and 

sociable attitude, although some other quite different physiological effects, some bordering on intoxication have been noted in various parts of Oceania.  The head is affected pleasantly; you feel friendly, not beer sentimental.  The world gains no new colour, it fits in its place - reported experiences of Kava drinkers.

Medicinal properties

In many parts of the Pacific, it is generally thought that Kava, taken judicially, has a beneficial effect on health.  The Hawaiians used it for many purposes

- to

soothe the nerves, to induce relaxation and sleep, and to counteract fatigue, 

for congestion in the urinary tract, for asthma and rheumatism, and to reduce weight. One researcher found that Kava was formerly extensively used as a curative in cases of gonorrhea.  Kava-drinkers very seldom got the infection.  Hawaiian medical 

men (kahunas) made extensive use of Kava for curing or alleviating such ailments as general debility, especially in children; weary muscles, headaches and disorderly stomach.

Since the early 1900s Kava has been used in Europe by general practitioners, mainly for urinary problems such as cystitis, and infections of the genito-urinary tract.  More recent texts emphasize the herb's usage as a nervine to treat psychological conditions like anxiety, nervous tension, restlessness, mild depression and insomnia. The use of 

Kava is being increasingly advocated as an alternative to benzodiazepines, as a 

treatment for anxiety.   Clinical trials have confirmed the therapeutic

value of the herb.

Untoward effects of Kava use

Until recently, the adverse effects attributed to kava use were considered mild, or negligible, except for the occurrence of a skin lesion with over-use.  This disorder, called kava dermopathy, occurs only with prolonged use of large dosages of kava, and is reversible on reduced intake or cessation.

In the early 90s several reported cases of idiosyncratic hepatotoxicity (liver poisoning) associated with Kava-extract use made headlines in Germany, and over the course of time many countries, including the USA issued new guidelines for Kava-usage.  The situation 

has been researched intensely over the interim.  However, a direct causal relationship with kava use has been found difficult to establish in the majority of cases, and there is insufficient evidence to implicate kava as

the responsible agent.   High amongst the scientific explanations being

offered is the ethanol and acetone-based extraction-methods used by Western pharmaceutical companies, which inter alia creates unnaturally high kavalactone concentrations.  Although standardised pharmaceutical extracts provide a higher dosage of kavalactones than traditional preparations, overdosasge in itself is unlikely to be the cause of hepatotoxicity. Evidence for this is the fact that Kava is taken daily at high doses as a normal part of daily sustanence in large areas of the South Pacific, without undue incidence of harmful effects.  Another apparent cause in some reported cases in Europe may also be the presence of complementary illnesses in affected users.

My Proposal

Health authorities in general eschew the idea of substitution of addictive substances like 

alcohol, drugs etc with other, lesser-known substances.  The rationale behind this attitude can be ascribed to conservatism - better to deal with the devil you know, com- bined with a degree of xenophobia, and ignorance.  These are luxuries we can not afford

to entertain in these troubled times.   The scourge of substance abuse is so

acute,  widespread and devastating in its effects, and orthodox methods of dealing with the problems have become so hopelessly inadequate and unconvincing, that this sort of reasoning should be consigned to history, as quickly as possible.  We need to adopt paradigm shifts in our approaches.

I would like to propose that, in pursuance of our goal, we advocate with all our vigour global, wide-scale cultivation, and use of Kava Kava, both as a tonic, and as a beneficial substitute for alcohol and drugs.  In the West today Kava is marketed mostly in the form of health supplements, catering for the well-off with neuropsychological ailments.  This situation is of little consequence to the masses, most of whom can scarcely afford their daily bread, let alone expensive supplements.  Where climates are not conducive to propagation, we must harness other forms of cultivation, like hydroponic-culture and indoor nurseries.  Kava, preferably in its natural form, must become the social beverage of the downtrodden, and for those in need of a 'crutch'.  Combined with relevant education and motivational stimuli Kava may well provide authorities respite, and the resources necessary to tackle other urgent tasks.  The long-term benefits of radical decisions taken now, may well echo on long after we have gone.
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