Greetings friends,

I’m glad ya’ll were able to make it to this party. I want to thank Mike and Rhonda for all their hard work and dedication to make it all happen. And I’d also like to express my deepest gratitude to those who who’ve shared their personal stories, insights and support through our public online forums and the journalists who’ve given us ink and all those people who have contributed financially and given of their time to make this thing happen. 

Some of the finest people on the planet, in my opinion, are gathered here today. And I hope you all have the opportunity to relax, enjoy each other’s company. So sorry I couldn’t be here with you.  

There are two issues I’d like to address today. First, I’m often asked why I can’t just let this thing go. It has, after all, been almost 20 years since I escaped from the Program. Well, I’ve given it a lot of thought and I think I can answer that one pretty well for you. 

The other question I’m often asked is what I would offer as an alternative to The Program. Aren’t there are some kids who have serious problems and need some kind of help? Yes there are, and this is a tougher nut to crack, but I hope I can make a good start at addressing that one too. 

"Get a life"

That’s how Betty Sembler responded to one incredulous reporter who asked her about the horror stories he'd heard from Program survivors. Well let me tell you something, Betty. For most of the past 20 years I’ve done my level best to forget all about the Program. 

After my escape I returned to my home town. Right away it seemed as if things were different somehow. Certainly I was a very different person than when I’d left. The family home had been sold, don’t ask where the money went. And, in the course of recruiting and proselytizing, for the Program, my parents had slandered me to everyone I’d ever known. I had an elderly aunt in Ft. Lauderdale who was a wonderful, unique and colorful woman. I’d always wanted to spend more time with her and get to know her better. But when I went to visit her and introduce her to my first born daughter she was terrified of me. Not because of anything I’d actually done. But untelling a rumor is like unringing a bell and I couldn’t find any way to rebuild that bridge. 

I thank God my father defected from the Program not long after I did. It took me some years to really gain my bearing and start to build a good life for myself. And I can’t imagine how much harder it might have been without his love and support. I’m not talking money here, folks. What I mean is that, instead of following the Program and shutting me out of his life, he was happy to see me. He was interested in my life and welcomed me into his. He helped me immeasurably to become a competent, independent adult and I’ll always be especially grateful to him for that. I’m sure it wasn’t easy to concede, after all he’d invested into the Program--heart, mind, body and checkbook-- that he had been wrong. 

While I was teaching my oldest daughter to ride her first bike, Betty and Melvin, who was then Ambassador to Australia, were over there establishing TOUGHLOVE hate groups and private prisons just as they’d done here at home. And I understand, from a friend in Italy that, as Ambassador to Italy, Melvin has been a busy boy over there establishing the first ever private prison corporation in that country. 

By the time my daughter was ready for school, Betty had been there first, having helped to mandate the DARE program in some 80% of public school districts. 

When my daughter needed the services of law enforcement to protect her from a dangerous criminal, we were fortunate enough to encounter some of the best and most dedicated officers I could have hoped for. They and the prosecutors’ office handled our case with admirable diligence, compassion and professionalism. 

Unfortunately, these good people were fighting an uphill battle for resources to do their jobs. At that time, the effort to prevent willing buyers from purchasing unauthorized herbal drugs from willing sellers was in full swing with shiny new helicopters, SWAT teams in ninja suits, Citizens’ Observer Patrol (or Soviet style block monitors) and Crime Stoppers (call 1-800-BE-A-SNITCH and collect your reward). The media just adored them!

The detective who had primary responsibility for investigating my daughter’s complaint was working under an overwhelming caseload. When a man she’d been trying to take into custody wound up raping and murdering two little girls, this officer lost her job. 

These fine professionals simply could not garner adequate resources for the work of protecting little girls from the boogie man, they didn’t stand a chance against glamour of the drug war. Aparently, it’s OK to abuse, or even murder children just so long as we’re spending billions, hand over fist, to try and make sure they never get high!

But I never knew that Straight, Incorporated had anything to do with any of these events. Frankly, I’d never even heard the name Sembler and didn’t know what the Drug Free America Foundation was or that Governor Jeb Bush holds a seat on their advisory board. 

It wasn’t until Jeb became my governor and, early in his administration, promised public funding for more juvenile rehabilitation, that I took an interest in finding out what ever happened to Straight, Inc. I just had to look and what I’ve found is shocking! 

If you look at Wes Fager’s online book, A Clockwork Straight, and if you’re familiar at all with the most influential names in drug policy in this country, you’ll find that the history of Straight, Incorporated reads like a who’s who of modern day drug warriors. It had not been my imagination after all, that certain something about my home town and, indeed, the whole country that had changed ever so gradually over the years really and truly was attributable, in large part, to the influence of the same people who’d made my life a nightmare almost 20 years ago!

And what do you suppose they’re doing these days? After the tragic events of 9/11, dedicated activists who work to open the public dialog on drug policy immediately and nearly unanimously declared a cease fire in the war on the war on drugs. They thought, and rightly I might add, that this family squabble should be put aside while we’re under attack from foreign enemies. 

But that’s not how Betty thinks. 

If you take a look at Dan Forbes’ investigative report, The Governor’s Sub-rosa Plot to Subvert an Election in Ohio (copies available from the conference organizing committee **) you’ll find that on October 12th of 2001, with the nation—indeed the world—still dazed and reeling in the wake of this awful tragedy, Betty Sembler and DFAF Executive Director, Calvina Fay were in attendance at the Multi-State Drug Policy Forum—a meeting held in the Ohio governor’s mansion attended by public servants on the clock and non-profit community coalition representatives—for the express purpose of subverting the election, not only in Ohio, but in Florida, Michigan,  and “the whole country.” It gets worse Lodging and other expenses were paid for with tax money and even the US Capitol Building in Washington D.C. was used for meetings for this conspiracy! 

Just as the Semblers once manipulated our parents with intense fear and guilt to turn over their children, their wallets, their homes and their very lives—just as they though nothing of lying to us kids to get us in the door, defrauding insurance companies and Medicaid, lying to the public to thwart all efforts to investigate the criminal activity and violence going on in those warehouses scattered across the country, these people think nothing of subverting our constitutional government, even turning our government against us in the cause of protecting us from their perceived root of all evil—certain unpatentable drugs! 

By February of last year, the Partnership for a Drug Free America together with the Office of Drug Control Policy, (under the leadership of John Walters who, BTW, Betty Sembler endorsed by name) reportedly spent $3.4 million of our money to air two 30-second commercials during the Super Bowl blaming druggiekids for terrorism! Holy Crow! I know what it feels like to carry the burden of all the ills, real or imagined, that befell my family as a result of my imagined drug problem. But now these kids are being saddled with responsibility for all the ills in the whole world?! No blow too low. 

I know, from first-hand experience and observation, how dangerous these people were when all they had at their disposal was a warehouse full of blue chairs and a slick sales pitch. How dangerous are they now with the resources of state, local and Federal government at their disposal, along with all of the political power that engenders? 

That, friends, is why I can’t let it go. It seems that Betty and Melvin have built their lives around meddling in the affairs of others. I don’t know about you, but I’ve had just about enough of these people!

The other question

The other question that keeps coming up, and it is a good and valid question, is what should a parent do when their child is addicted to drugs or behaving self destructively or causing harm to others?

I think most everyone here is probably at lease vaguely familiar with the parable of the Prodigal Son. If not, you can read it from the New Testiment of the Christian Bible, Luke Chapter 15, verses 11 – 32. And I understand there are very similar parables and stories in almost every religion and culture, which is not surprising since I think this is a very common problem faced by every culture in every part of the world and in every generation.  

Essentially, this son, the younger of two, was at odds with his father. He demanded his share of the family fortune, left town for the big city and blew it all. Then, upon his return, instead of locking the boy out of the house, the father was thrilled to have his son back home and threw the mother of all parties to celebrate. But this really wasn’t about the money! 

*“Kenneth Bailey, a New Testament scholar who has spent over 15 years in the Middle East, has asked all sorts of people in that part of the world what it meant for a son to request his inheritance while the father was still alive and well. The answer was always the same: the son wanted his father dead.” 

Yup, that’s what I remember learning in Bible class as a kid. 

“Incidentally, the older son in such cases was expected to step in and help the father save face. But no such thing happens”. 

Looks like this poor guy had not one, but two dirty, rotten, satanic, druggiekids on his hands, huh? 

“But the prodigal son went even further. Not only did he ask for his inheritance, which was bad enough, but he did something that was utterly unthinkable and downright illegal. He sold his inheritance in a hurry, took the money and skipped town.

 “Was it really that bad?  Indeed it was. The Jewish Mishna, which was probably developing in the time of Jesus, gives this rule: ‘If one assign in writing his estate to his son to become his after his death, the father cannot sell it since it is conveyed to his son, and the son cannot sell it because it is under the father's control’ (Baba Bathra viii.7).”

So, not only was this a druggiekid, he was also a criminal. So, did this father turn the kid over to the cops to force compliance and respect? Lock him out of the house? Lock him in a closet, hire “professionals” to straighten him out? That’s what intake counselors from the Programs would recommend.

No. He didn’t even denounce the boy or have him stoned, as was the custom in that era. Instead, though he never thought he’d see his son alive again, and though it probably tore him up, he let the boy learn his own lessons in life. 

I’m sorry I can’t do better than that, but I think this is the practical reality we have to deal with. Life doesn’t come with guarantees. Though every fiber of your being cries out to save and protect your children at all cost, sometimes you can’t. And our children are not so helpless and dependent on us as we might imagine. Most of the time, they figure things out. I know that all my olddruggiefriends and those of my older brothers and sisters who did not go through the program have made out in life about as well as anyone and mostly a good deal better than those of us who did have the ‘benefit’ of treatment. 

So I guess the alternative solution that I propose is to step back and take a critical look at the scope and nature of this alleged terrifying threat to America’s youth. In the words of H.L. Mencken, “The whole aim of practical politics is to keep the populace alarmed (and hence clamorous to be led to safety) by an endless series of hobgoblins; all of them

imaginary.” 

But first DO NO HARM!

Just one more little reminder to you all. No one’s making any money from this conference except the airlines, hotels, restaurants and Kinkos. All of the expense not covered by conference fees or donations has come out of someone’s pocket. And, though we hope for and expect better behavior from our neighbors, there is a chance that involvement in this effort might put some people at risk of unemployment. So, if you’ve paid the conference fee or made a donation, THANK YOU. We couldn’t do this work without your help and it is deeply appreciated. But if you haven’t, please consider making a donation, however small, to help the conference organizers break even. 

Well, I hope I haven’t gone on too long. And I hope ya’ll are having a good time, learning what you hoped to learn from the conference and enjoying the Florida summer. Rather like walking into a bowl of soup, eh? Well, please go have a dip in the pool for me and have a really good time. 

* Quotes lifted from “Inheritance Practices in the First Century Era” by Jirair S. Tashjian http://www.cresourcei.org/inheritance.html

** IPS report: http://www.ips-dc.org/projects/drugpolicy/ohio.htm
     Dan Forbes in-depth report: http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html
    All documents in a zip archive:     

   
http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html

