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Banned performance enhancing drugs in elite sport and should they be legalised?

This essay will critically review the use of performance enhancing drugs within elite sports. Not only the methods of using these will be discussed, but how harmful or safe these methods are and can potentially be. The potential advantages of sporting achievement will be discussed through types of doping and performance enhancing, but off the field with regards to financial rewards and potential ‘celebrity’ status that can be achieved from sporting successes. This will be discussed alongside the perceived high reward but little punishment system that is in place currently. The idea of potentially legalising drugs in sport will be discussed to determine whether certain or all sports would benefit or not from legalisation of performance enhancing drugs. This review takes the position from available research that certain banned performance enhancements could be used in elite sport and legalised, but would need constant testing to ensure the safety and health of the athletes are not compromised or placed in danger medically. This position may be seen as financial strain on the World Anti-Doping Agency (WADA) but would allow great competition and potential rewards for the sports to increase revenue and fan engagement if the more popular events and competitions have more elite athletes competing against each other. 

The use of performance enhancing drugs in the modern Olympics is on record as early as the games of the third Olympics, when Thomas Hicks won the marathon after receiving an injection of strychnine in the middle of the race. (HOC, 2004) The first official ban on “stimulating substances” by a sporting organisation was introduced by the International Amateur Athletic Federation in 1928. (HOC, 2004) There are various methods of gaining an illegal advantage on other competitors. The substances and methods of banned performance enhancers are broken down into categories and also differ for in and out of competition windows. The banned substances and techniques fall into the following categories: androgens, blood doping, stimulant, peptide hormones, narcotics, diuretics and cannabinoids. (WADA, 2017)

The level of personal reward and recognition that an athlete can gain is potentially astronomical. In a financial sense, they could life-changing sums of money in the hundreds of millions through prize money, appearance fees and endorsements to name a few key personal gains. They can also gain global recognition and stardom which could leads to further reward. This would also be more enticing with the soft punishments athletes can receive for gaining an advantage opponents. The lure of success is great. An example to support this would be of Maria Sharapova who was banned from all competitive tennis for two years (reduced to 15 months following her appeal to the Court of Arbitration for Sport), for the usage of the banned substance Meldonium. (BBC, 2016) even though she was not considered to be an “intentional doper”, Sharapova was at fault for not giving her agent "adequate instructions" about Wada's prohibited list. Whether this was done intentionally, (Forbes, 2016) revealed that Sharapova earned $6.7 million in winnings and $23 million in endorsements in 2015. Forbes named her the highest-paid female athlete of any sport in 2015. So, in the time between the new banned list and her two positive samples for performance enhancing drugs, Maria Sharapova benefited massively financially in this time frame. This suggests that the potential reward is far greater than the potential punishments in place, which seem lenient. 

There are also strong allegations that the use of performance drugs is supported and even in some cases provided by governing bodies and countries directly. Various cases have suggested this and the pressures that have come from the potential selectors, it can be taken into consideration that maybe the fear or pressure to take performance enhancing substances to even be selected for competitions is the reason that athletes may use these. In the examples being used in this essay and other articles researched, the “state sponsored” use and distribution of banned performance enhancements where used while elite sport was dominated by political figures and regimes. A shocking example of his would be the case in 1976, when the East German swimming team won 11 out of 13 Olympic events, where after a period of time the athletes sued the government for giving them anabolic steroids. (Spitzer, 2001) 

After the fall of the communist regime in German Democratic Republic (GDR), mass of data was discovered and after analysing the documents, it was revealed that up to 10,000 male and female athletes had been given banned performance enhancers, with and without their knowledge. Most of the doping was with anabolic steroids, with records indicating that over 2million doses were used annually in the preparation for Olympic sports. The GDR incorporated the use of banned performance enhancers into athletes training programmes and increasing training. This data indicates that with this incorporation into training, without knowledge mostly and the revelation of the huge resources given to this by the communist regime to use elite sport for political purposes. (Spitzer, 1994)

In other cases, governments or administrations used sports for political agenda and in some cases, have covered up use of banned performance enhancements. This can either have been for hiding of a failed test or have given lenient or some cases no punishments to key athletes to allow them to compete in the global events. This would suggest that usage of banned performance enhancers is flaunted for “key” or the best athletes and figureheads for these political powers. In the case of Carl Lewis, the record-breaking American who is one of a few athletes who have won 9 gold medals during his Olympic career (2 in the 100m, 1 in the 200m, 2 in the 4x100m, and 4 in the long jump). Lewis participated in four Olympic games, he equalled Jesse Owens' legendary performance by winning 4 golds in a single Olympics in 1984. (Olympics, 2017) Carl Lewis in 2003 acknowledged that he failed three tests during the 1988 US Olympic trials, which under international rules at the time should have prevented him from competing in the upcoming Seoul Olympic games. (Mackay, 2013) 

Carl Lewis took over 15 years to break his silence on the allegations that he was the beneficiary of a drugs cover-up, admitting he had tested positive for banned substances but also claimed he was just one of "hundreds" of American athletes who were allowed to escape bans. He was quoted as saying "There were hundreds of people getting off," he said. "Everyone was treated the same." (Guardian, 2013) The admission adds substance to the allegations against the United States Olympic Committee, which had vigorously denied claims that 114 positive tests between 1988 and 2000 were covered up.  This led to anti-doping officials and top athletes for an independent inquiry into the USA's record on drug issues. Dr Wade Exum alleged that a ban imposed on Lewis after positive tests for three stimulants had been overturned by the USOC when the athlete said he had ingested them mistakenly in an herbal supplement. (Guardian, 2013) 

It has been suggested that Carl Lewis suspected “cover up” and non-punishment of the three positive results were politically influenced. This was due to the build-up of the 1988 Olympic games being the battle of the international “super powers” of USA, Soviet Union and East Germany, with the latter two ceasing to exist by the next Olympics. With the constant battles for power economically and in a global status as the most powerful nations or to be considered the “greatest”, it could be considered that the reasoning for the lenient views and potential cover ups of various athletes to compete was so they could achieve sporting greatness, adding to the overall medal count which would give the highest-ranking nation more ammunition in their battle to become the greatest nation, using sporting success to achieve this. In the case of Carl Lewis this would be even more important as he was USA’s leading prospect of achieving multiple Olympic success in a time when he would repeatedly, and perhaps arrogantly, declare himself drug-free throughout his career, berating competitors from other nations. (Denham, 2004)

The potential cover-up of Carl Lewis was brought back into the spotlight in 2003 but the American media decided to pursue story as intensely as international media who were highly critical of Lewis and the US Olympic Committee, portraying both as sanctimonious, arrogant, and hypocritical. (Denham, 2004) This article feels the more recent allegation of not addressing the Carl Lewis cover up appropriately could be unfairly found as the news of this broke coincided with the Bush administration, dismissing the concerns of other nations, launched a military assault on Iraq. It would be unfair to say that this scandal should have taken appropriate coverage over the war on the military assault on Iraq, but (Denham, 2004) alludes to the theory that the international media who have strong political agendas towards the USA were much more critical of Lewis and the US Olympic Committee than nations who did not publicly condemn the US. 

Other situations where athletes have tried to gain an advantage is when competitors have to compete with athletes who have a “natural” advantage. This is sometimes discussed where some genetics have significantly helped individuals to perform better. This can sometimes be referred to as the genetic lottery. A supporting example for this is the Finnish skier Eero Maentyranta, who in 1964, he won three gold medals. Subsequently it was found he had a genetic mutation that meant that he “naturally” had 40–50% more red blood cells than the average person. (Booth, 1998) This could be considered to be an unfair advantage to other competitors. In conclusion to this genetic argument, it would be a sound statement that you cannot discriminate an individual for a “naturally” occurring advantage.  The individual with the advantage cannot most probably cannot remove this advantage and most likely adhered to all rules and regulations. 

This example could suggest that moving forward, potentially allowing certain banned performance enhancing substances or methods to be used, but monitored vigorously. With this example EPO blood doping could be allowed to be used up to a certain level. EPO is produced in response to anaemia, haemorrhage, pregnancy, or living at altitude. Athletes began injecting recombinant human EPO in the 1970s, and it was officially banned in 1985. (Caitlin, 1996) Raising the PCV too high can cause health problems. The risk of harm rapidly rises as PCV gets above 50%. In endurance sports such as cycling, dehydration causes an athlete’s blood to thicken, further raising blood viscosity and pressure. (Caitlin, 1996) What begins as a relatively low risk of stroke or heart attack can rise acutely during exercise. 

In the early 1990s, after EPO doping gained popularity but before tests for its presence were available, several Dutch cyclists died in their sleep due to inexplicable cardiac arrest. This has been attributed to high levels of EPO doping. (Cazzola, 2000) The risks from raising an athlete’s PCV too high are real and serious. The research would suggest that as an example, relaxing the rules on EPO to allow it to become part of training for competition would ensure an even playing field against genetically advanced athletes to allow for a greater and more competitive spectacle, but would need to be closely monitored to ensure that PCV level would not become medically dangerous for the athletes. 

A paper in support of legalizing banned performance enhancement has used the common links in relating and often comparing of successful elite musician performances and elite sport performances. As commonly known, Classical musicians use beta blockers to control their stage fright. These drugs lower heart rate and blood pressure, reducing the physical effects of stress, and it has been shown that the quality of a musical performance is improved if the musician takes these drugs. (Wilson, 2004) Although elite classical music is arguably as competitive as elite sport, and the rewards of success can be both be hugely beneficial, there is no stigma attached to the use of these drugs within elite music but is in elite sport. Supporters do not think less of the violinist or pianist who uses beta blockers. If the audience judges the performance to be improved with drugs, then the drugs are enabling the musician to express themselves more effectively. There are no rules against the use of chemical enhancements.

Classical music is commonly used a metaphor for elite sport. This is present with names given to certain elite athletes. More example, Sachin Tendulkar is known as the “Maestro from Mumbai”. The media have referred to Maria Sharapova’s 2004 Wimbledon final a “virtuoso performance” and Jim Murray (1996) wrote the following about Michael Jordan:
“You go to see Michael Jordan play for the same reason you went to see Astaire dance, Olivier act or the sun set over Canada. It’s art. It should be painted, not photographed. It’s not a game, it’s a recital. He’s not just a player, he’s a virtuoso. Heifetz with a violin. Horowitz at the piano.”

It is reasonable to suggest that the reasons we appreciate elite sport is mainly due to do with competition, but also to do with the appreciation of an extraordinary performances. It wold be fair to suggest that creativity to ensure even greater elite performances in sport is limited by rules on certain banned performance enhancing substances which allow greater creativity and performances in music. 
Savulscu (2004), has also supported the legalisation of certain banned performance enhancers by giving the theory that:

Riding a motorbike would not be a “creative” solution to winning the Tour de France, and there are good reasons for proscribing this in the rules. If motorbikes were allowed, it would still be a good sport, but it would no longer be a bicycle race. We should not think that allowing cyclists to take EPO would turn the Tour de France into some kind of “drug race”, any more than the various training methods available turn it into a “training race” or a “money race”. Athletes train in different, creative ways, but ultimately, they still ride similar bikes, on the same course. The skill of negotiating the steep winding descent will always be there.

The evidence suggests that throughout history banned performance enhancements have not only been used by athletes to gain unfair advantages, but also used by certain countries to disgrace other nations or political powers, but also used to their advantage to gain elite sporting success to use in a political gain. The rules around the banned substances are ever changing due to the changes in methods of cheating or the available banned performance enhancements. There are certain banned performance enhancements that could potentially revive certain sports or create higher levels of performance, which would potentially create more competition in sporting spectacles. This would be hugely beneficial to the athletes for financial and recognition mainly, the teams or nations they represent and the sports as a whole to help them continue to grow and increase participation and revenues. This all said there is strong and around supporting evidence to suggest that certain drugs such as Anabolic steroids should remain banned. In the case of female Russian female athletes in East Germany who sued the government as they went from heterosexual women top wanting to have gender changes through treatments etc. These changes are said to be caused by the GDR providing them with serious amounts of anabolic steroids and growth hormones without their knowledge and consent. (Spitzer, 2001)
With further research and clinical testing, such banned substances and methods such as beta blockers and EPO methods could potentially be used on sports, but remain under strict regulations. This may be unachievable as current testing systems don’t work, but this may encourage more athletes, particularly endurance ones to use things like EPO under strict guidelines and not look to find banned alternatives. There is research to suggest this could be achievable. The toughest issue would be removing the stigma from using performance enhancers which are currently banned but maybe used in not too distant future, With Russia under spotlight currently with the blanket ban on athletes, the issue may never be resolved as there as much of the efforts by the sports committees and competitions such as the Olympics committee is used in targeting nations and athletes using harmful banned performance enhancers. This may lead to the controllable enhancers currently banned never being legalised but the research suggested it is possible to achieve safely and carries many positives.  
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