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I am a mother of three children. Our youngest child died from SIDS when he was 5 months old back in 1990.  We were devastated and heart broken. Nine years later our eldest child & only daughter, Linda died of a heroin overdose, aged 18. We now have one surviving son, 23 years old, well & fit. Illicit drugs have taken a huge toll on us and I know first hand how tragedy can happen to any family. 
My daughter’s experimentation with drugs began with cigarettes, around 15 years of age. Smoking cigarettes, then marijuana was viewed by my daughter as acting cool, an easy way to become, in her view, accepted.  

At this time, Linda had begun year 11, and was beginning to lose motivation to achieve. In Year 12 Linda soon told us that she would not be returning to school.  I was really very upset about this – especially as she wanted my support in her decision. With no income because she was living at home, Linda declared herself homeless to youth workers who quickly arranged accommodation. Within 2 days of staying in that first housing refuge Linda used heroin. Through her young eyes my daughter had discovered a drug that just made everything better. We saw a very fast and chaotic slide downhill that ended with Linda’s death.
Within 11 months of leaving school and home, Linda died @ another refuge, alone in a toilet.  During that chaotic time, Linda was admitted voluntarily to an adolescent inpatient unit 3 times, she detoxed twice at rehabs and she overdosed at least 6 times that we knew of. She contracted Hepatitis C, caused severe nerve damage to her legs after nodding off awkwardly alone, she was robbed, she was raped and all this only increased her self loathing and self hate.  We saw heroin as the cause – she saw heroin as a fix for all that was going wrong in her life.

Around this time I attended Families Anonymous regularly, which enabled me to find a way to recognise & accept that Linda was choosing to live her life. And while we all make mistakes, in my eyes, her choices were so life threatening and I was scared. 

When Linda turned 17 she was living at home, attending a girls’ grammar school on scholarship, learnt the viola, played competition tennis & was an active member of Girl Guides.  By the time Linda turned 18 she suffered drug induced mental illness, could barely walk and weighed less than 50kg. 
In 1999, the year my daughter died there were 324 heroin deaths in Victoria. Our daily newspaper compared this number with the road toll of 376. Heroin users were dying in alarming and increasing numbers.  

 It was always my firm belief that Australia was a caring, intelligent and creative society with a history of independent and original thought, and an ability to solve seemingly insurmountable problems by doing things differently. However this has not seemed to be the case when it comes to intravenous drug users and their addictions. It's a deepening, ever-present reality in all parts of Australia that our drug laws are aimed at prohibition.
A caring society has a responsibility to look after people, even when they make mistakes. Reality, and not personal morality, must guide the heroin debate. We need to try harder to keep intravenous drug users alive! 
This must mean introducing a whole range of positive measures including: more Medically Supervised Injecting Centres; safe and controlled heroin doses for users (coupled with counselling); better programs and different treatments; and massive increases in the amount and types of harm minimisation education and rehabilitation services. This is not an exhaustive list and some of these measures may be unpalatable to you, but we need to start thinking about this problem with more imagination. 
I would like to reiterate & rephrase something Jeff Kennett said quite some time ago about seeking solutions to heroin: "I am not asking the Prime Minister to like it. I don't like it. We don't like it. I am asking her to consider that our responsibility now as leaders is to put the interests of the addict or the person in need before our own particular personal views."

There is such a responsibility hanging on ethical, political leadership in determining drug policy and in this Australia falls short.  In the past calls have been dismissed from expert bodies for a trial of medically prescribed heroin on the ground that overseas trials “had not established to the point of scientific certainty” that the intervention had in fact saved lives and reduced crime. Of course they hadn't, but they had produced strong evidence in favour of that conclusion. 
The political arena is the right forum to debate the objectives that should guide drug policy and the morality that should underpin them. Then having clearly established what those objectives should be, it is imperative that we be guided by the best expert evidence available in order to achieve them. 
The social costs of the current policies are far reaching. Our current laws and drug policies have not prevented illicit & addictive drugs from reaching our young people nor controlled their appeal. I will never see Linda develop to her full potential and I will never nurse her children – a daughter who for us now is only a memory.

I hate heroin for everything it did to my daughter – but it was her decision, albeit one taken out of her hands by addiction. But I also hate the hypocrisy, the lack of vision and the never-ending cycle of talk in our public arenas while our gorgeous sons and daughters continue to die alone.
To close, I would like to acknowledge Brian and Marion McConnell who tragically lost their own son Cliff, and thank them for their kind invitation to speak to you today.
I thought of you with love today 
I thought about you yesterday and days before that too.
I think of you in silence, I often speak your name.
All I have are memories with your picture in a frame:
Your memory is my keepsake with which I’ll never part

I have you in my heart, Linda.
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