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Learning from 
history

Drug control has 
unintended 
consequences
Vulnerable populations 
can suffer more acutely 
from the controls than 
from the substances 
they are supposed to be 
protected from
You cannot achieve 
social reform by using 
criminal justice methods
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Khat - What are the effects?

• Within one hour khat produces subjective effects of 
euphoria, increase in energy, cheerful mood, gaiety and 
talkativeness, known in Arabic as “mirquaan”. This is 
followed by a quieter, more introvert phase, giving way 
to a gradual comedown, and often restlessness, 
irritability and melancholia.

• Among the minor psychic adverse effects are: 
hyperactivity, insomnia, anxiety, irritability, agitation and 
aggression; short-lived psychoses have also been 
reported
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Why are we having this discussion?

• Khat harms
• No clear evidence about 

physical harms –
suggestions of links with 
cardiovascular diseases 
based on small studies of 
‘excessive’ users

• Adverse mental mental 
health  effect usually due to 
PTSD

• No khat overdose
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Social harms?

• Unemployment – due to khat or lack of skills / language
• Cost of khat – the problem is poverty
• Domestic violence – khat or gender relations?

• Is that a valid category – can we really make causal 
attributions to a satisfactory standard or are we allowing 
being judgmental?

• For example Islamic scholars say it is haram? Is that an 
argument for legislation?
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Concerns about khat

• No quality control on khat
as it arrives – so traces of 
fertilizer and pesticides 
used still found in plant

• Mafrishes or khat cafes 
are not properly regulated, 
in some cases very poor 
hygiene and health and 
safety conditions

• Boyzone – mafrish are 
gender segregated
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Other issues for consideration

• khat cultivation in Yemen is 
depleting water reservoir -
issue of resource 
management

• khat impinges on food 
production – issue 
commercial agriculture and 
market economics



Centre for Health Services Studies      www.kent.ac.uk/chss 8

Development benefits

• khat does provide East 
African farmers with a 
much needed income –

• khat economy is an 
economi success story of 
African entrepreneur

• Only commodity where 
the entire chain is in 
African hands – khat in 
Ethiopia, Kenya is an 
engine of development
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Regulating khat – way forward

1) Do not define it as a 
drugs issue

2) Refrain from using 
Criminal Justice System 
for solving social 
problems

3) Beware of vested 
interests – organisations
and agencies that seek 
to broaden their remit
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Regulation instead of criminal markets

• 4 dimensions of control

1. The Person - the status of the 
consumer – regulations on age 

2. The Place - Locale of retail / 
consumption – licensing 
system

3. The Time - hours of availability
4. The Product – quality control of 

khat

• Utopia - Opportunity for drug 
control system to use khat for a 
progression from criminal 
markets to regulated acces

• Dystopia – extending the war 
on drugs to the khat front –
mass incarceration of khat
users, crop eradication of khat
farms, illicit khat cultivation by 
insurgents
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