Since 1978, when it was founded by my father and a group of volunteers, the San Patrignano community has welcomed and rehabilitated socially marginalized individuals and drug addicts without any social, political, or religious discrimination.

Our long term residential program of drug free recovery has been offered to more than 20,000 people hailing from 50 countries, ranging in age from 13 to 50, including families with children, aiming at full social reintegration. 

The recovery program is not standardized and therefore, contrarily to what happens in many other structures or clinics, the length of stay may vary, with a minimum of at least three years. 

The community began simply as a home which opened its doors to young people looking for help and through the years, has assumed the dimensions of a village, but at its heart it is still the home of an ever growing family. 

Today San Patrignano occupies 650 acres overlooking the Adriatic Sea, with two smaller branches in Northern and Central Italy. The facilities include theaters, an auditorium, several sporting facilities, a nursery school and a study center for the 120 children, sons and daughters of those completing the program, and a separate center for minors with substance abuse problems. A number of small houses have been built for the families which are reunited or created inside the community as well as a hospital specializing in the treatment of HIV and other drug related pathologies. 

The community is currently home to about 1800 people, each of them costing roughly 33 euros a day, or 12,000 euro annually, to maintain, for a total annual expenditure of 25 million euros. Yet absolutely no money is asked or accepted from any of the residents, their families, and no monetary allocations are provided by the Italian State. The community is able to cover 50% of its costs through the worldwide sale of its quality handcrafted goods and its services: the remaining 50% is garnered through donations of private individuals, corporations, foundations, etc.  

These costs are apparently high, but let’s see how the plague of drug addiction is dealt with in other contexts. 

The social policies adopted by the majority of countries have always been influenced by the belief that drug addiction is a chronic disease and that relapse is inevitable. Therefore, believing it is impossible to cure addiction, policies have had the general goal of reducing social harm through stabilization of the drug addict rather than focusing on the full rehabilitation of the individual, in the illusion that this is also the more financially convenient option. 

Even when taking into account only the direct costs of drug addiction, such as methadone distribution, needle exchange and  those for medical, psychiatric and legal assistance, the expense is enormous: in 2005 Italy spent 800 million euro, France spent 1 billion while the United Kingdom spent almost 2 billion euro. These numbers in turn must be multiplied by an indefinite number of years as these methods trap the addict into a state of chronic illness: the costs become expenses, not investments. Nevertheless all these figures don’t take into account indirect costs such as lack of productivity of individuals and consider only those who are addicted to heroin, while we are all aware that drug addiction is an epidemic 

which goes far beyond mere heroin addiction. One question quickly comes to mind: how can a solution which offers low results, high direct and indirect costs and which aims to resolve only a small part of the problem be considered effective? 

The founding principle of our community is that addiction is NOT a “chronic disease”. It is instead a symptom of an emotional void, an attempt to escape from oneself and from the world in general, a shortcut designed to avoid life’s problems and personal responsibility.   This is perpetuated by a lack of points of reference and credible role models in our society.

Those that come to the community are therefore thrust into a life of responsible interaction, supported by educators as well as others who have already begun to overcome the same type of problems. Through social interaction, professional training, study, sport and  recreation in a drug free environment, each person has the opportunity to rediscover himself and universally accepted human values like dignity, honesty, responsibility and mutual respect. This process is valid not only for heroin addiction, but for whichever kind of addiction. In fact, in 2005, 58.8% of those welcomed at San Patrignano had never used a syringe. 

The educative process places great emphasis on the necessity of learning a profession. Each resident has the chance to chose from over 50 different fields which suit their skills and interests. Ranging from agriculture and animal husbandry to handicrafts, from  journalism to internet technology, the options truly run the gamut. This permits a successful reintegration into the workforce and the possibility of financial independence. 

As for people coming from prison, more than 3500 people facing incarceration for crimes tied to their drug addiction have entered our treatment program as an alternative to their prison term, substituting more than 3000 years of jail time. Given that each prisoner costs the State 150 euros a day, this means 180 million euros of savings to the Italian tax payer. It goes without saying that incarcerating drug addicts is both costly and ineffective.  

San Patrignano’s objective, therefore, is a complete drug free recovery and the full social reintegration of addicts, regardless of their drug of choice. Several Universities have studied and evaluated our methods and pronounced them highly effective, through sociological research and toxicological exams. In fact, subjects were tested years after leaving the community and a full 72% of those tested with a hair strand examination after three, four and five years resulted drug free. The worldwide average is about 18%.

Aside from the fact that it is society’s moral duty to protect and defend the health and well-being of each of its members, all this signifies that the 12000 euros spent annually to maintain each person in the community gives the certainty that 3 out of four of those people will become productive members of the population. About 70% of those who complete the program find work in the field in which they received their training, being addressed to it by the community.

All these characteristics render San Patrignano unique among drug treatment facilities, proving that  it is not only possible but  financially worthwhile to truly believe in man and his ability to redeem himself.  The ability to “think outside the box” and find solutions to problems to which our society too often turns a blind eye has already been proved effective and easily replicable. 

