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POLICING

Alive and  
kicking in doors

Geoff Monaghan challenges the view that drug law  
enforcement is dead in the water.

i was interested to read Matthew Bacon’s 
thought-provoking article Endangered 
species (Druglink January/February 2013) 
concerning the “decline in the number 
of drug squads and the deprioritisation 
of drug law enforcement” in Britain. 
the central premise of his article is 
that this deprioritisation is the product 
of a more “realistic management 
approach” towards policing illicit drug 
markets. on the face of it, the fact that 
police services are disbanding their 
drug squads appears to support his 
assertion. However, a cursory trawl of 
local newspapers and police websites 
suggests otherwise; see for example 
below, the extracts from a newspaper 
in north london and the greater 
Manchester police posting. in any case, 
it doesn’t necessarily follow that the 
disbandment of drug squads means a 
reduction in drug enforcement activities. 
the Metropolitan police service (Mps) 
for example, continued to have a raft of 
drug performance targets and dozens 
of specialist officers investigating drug 
offences long after its central Drug 
squad was disbanded in april 1991.

notably, Bacon doesn’t provide 
any statistics to support the notion 
of deprioritisation such as ongoing 
significant reductions in stop and 
searches, execution of search warrants, 
test purchases, seizures and arrests 
but according to the latest Home office 
report covering searches of persons 
or vehicles for drugs under the police 
and criminal evidence (pace) act 1984 
and other legislation, these searches 
increased by 5% in 2010/11 compared 
to the previous year. leaving aside the 
question as to whether Bacon’s point 
on deprioritisation is well-grounded, 
some of his conclusions deserve further 
consideration.

to bolster his point that a more 
realistic management approach to 
tackling drugs is in the offing, Bacon 
relies on comments made by detectives 
he interviewed during his research. First, 
we have the following comment made 
by a ‘Metropolis’ detective inspector: 
“We could choose to ignore drugs if we 
wanted to, because it’s victimless and 
isn’t performance managed anymore…”. 
really? Does this officer believe that a 
‘nil’ return for drug searches, seizures 
and arrests submitted by his/her police 
service wouldn’t raise a few eyebrows 
(and i daresay, hackles) at the Home 
office and Her Majesty’s inspectorate of 
constabulary? or that local Mps and the 
police and crime commissioner (pcc) 
wouldn’t be pressing the Di’s chief officer 
for answers to some pointed questions? 
and i’m sure the courts would soon 
become involved in the event that a chief 
officer decided to issue instructions to 
the effect that offences under the Misuse 
of Drugs act 1971 were no longer to be 
enforced in his/her police area.

While conceding that police officers in 
Britain have broad powers of discretion, 
they are still answerable to the law. in 
summary, the police can determine the 
circumstances under which statutes 
will be enforced, but not whether they 
will be enforced. the Di’s point that 
drug offences are no longer subject to 
performance management is, at the 

very least, misleading when viewed 
alongside the government’s ambitions 
for restricting drug supply as part of its 
Drugs strategy 2010 and some of the 
draft pcc policing and crime plans i’ve 
seen. His additional point that “…you 
only have a drug problem if you look 
for it” just isn’t true and contradicts the 
historical records. the creation of the 
Mps ‘drug squad’ in 1954 was justified on 
the back of an increase in the trafficking 
of cannabis and other drugs, likewise 
other drugs squads such as the liverpool 
& Bootle constabularly Drugs squad 
which was set up in 1970.

then we have the comment made 
by a ‘smallville’ detective: “one thing 
you quickly come to realise in this job is 
that no matter how many dealers you 
put away there’s always someone out 
there selling.” i’ve heard variations of 
this comment for over thirty-five years 
and my response has always been the 
same: “so what?” consider this variation 
on the detective’s comment: “one thing 
you quickly come to realise in this job 
is that no matter how many thieves/
robbers/burglars you put away there’s 
always someone out there thieving/
robbing/burglarising.” again, so what? 
replace the word ‘dealer’ with ‘sex 
offender’, ‘fraudster’ or ‘wife beater’ and 
the conclusion and my response is the 
same. How many police officers believe 
theft, rape, alcohol and drug misuse etc. 
will be eradicated during their tenure? 
Finally, we have this from a ‘Metropolis’ 
detective: “the fact of the matter is 
millions of people commit drug offences 
every year – what are we supposed to 
do about that?! apart from the ones 
that cause people harm, i’d say no one 
expects us to do anything.” Quite apart 
from the expectations of central and 
local government agencies and officials, 

we May well see an 
increase, rather 
than reduction, in 
drug operations, 
seizures and arrests
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Metropolitan Police Service
Haringey	gang	members	who	supplied	
crack	cocaine,	heroin	and	cannabis	
have	been	jailed	for	more	than	40	years	
after	a	successful	police	operation.	
The	31	men	–	who	came	from	different	
gangs	across	the	borough	–	were	
arrested	in	february	and	March	[2012].	
The	arrests	followed	a	large	anti-drug	
operation	by	Trident	Central	Gangs	
unit	and	Haringey	officers,	which	
targeted	prolific	offenders	and	involved	
more	than	250	officers	from	across	
the	Metropolitan	Police.	The	members	
of	The	North	london	somalian	[sic]	
Gang,	Albanian	Young	Guns,	The	Wood	
Green	Mob	and	Ida	Road	Gang	were	all	
implicated	in	the	illegal	supply	of	Class	
A	or	Class	B	drugs	–	including	crack	
cocaine,	heroin	and	cannabis	–	as	part	
of	the	evidence-gathering	tactic	of	
operation	fadden.

source:	Tottenham & Wood Green 
Journal Wednesday,	July	11,	2012.	
Accessed	on	3	March	2013

Greater Manchester Police
shortly	after	6am	today,	Wednesday	
27	february	2013,	police	raided	seven	
homes	at	addresses	in	Radcliffe,	Bury	
and	Ramsbottom.	It	follows	arrests	
made	earlier	this	month	in	an	ongoing	
fight	against	organised	crime	and	
the	supply	of	Class	A	drugs	in	Bury.	
Dozens	of	officers	were	involved	in	the	
raids,	including	specialist	officers	from	
GMP’s	tactical	aid	and	dogs	units,	as	
well	as	divisional	officers.	The	warrants	
were	carried	out	following	months	of	
intelligence	gathering	and	follow	on	
from	numerous	operations	in	Bury	over	
the	last	12	months	which	have	resulted	
in	over	60	people	arrested	and	charged	
with	over	160	drugs	offences.	Thirteen	
of	those	arrested	received	prison	
sentences	amounting	to	30	years,	nine	
are	awaiting	sentencing	and	29	await	
trial.	Police	have	seized	30	kilos	of	
heroin,	30	kilos	of	amphetamine	and	¾	
of	a	kilo	of	cocaine,	as	well	as	£120,000.

source:	GMP	website.		
Accessed	on	27	february	2013

this officer appears to have forgotten 
his/her statutory and professional 
obligations. chief officers expect, indeed 
demand, that their officers fulfill their 
obligations when it comes to policing 
drugs, and do their best to make sure 
their officers have the resources and 
skills needed to meet their expectations. 
at the same time, they recognise the 
fact that police resources are limited 
and so develop realistic objectives and 
performance targets.

Why do police officers make 
comments of this kind? to my mind, 
they add little, if anything, to the debate 
on drug control policy and frankly i don’t 
understand why researchers seem so 
keen to use them except to underscore 
the fact that the people making them 
haven’t really given their point much 
thought. Moreover, i don’t agree with 
Bacon that they convey the idea of “the 
pragmatic dimensions of police culture 
and the need for managerial efficiency.” 
rather, i think they serve to illustrate 
the fact that some officers simply don’t 
understand their role when it comes to 
supporting national drug policies and 
local objectives. a somewhat surprising 
– and disappointing – finding given 
that these have been set out in detail in 
government and police service policy 
documents stretching back to the mid 
1990s. thankfully, comments of the kind 
discussed don’t seem to have much 
impact on policing policies or practices.

Bacon’s point that the disbandment of 
drug squads as part of the recent public 
service cuts will result in ‘minimalist’ 
drug enforcement appears to be out 
of step with what’s happening on a 
daily basis. a decade or so ago, many 
senior officers were loath to authorise 
proactive investigations concerning 
cannabis because the focus was on 
class a drugs, particularly heroin 
and cocaine. things have changed. 
Vietnamese criminal networks involved 
in cannabis production are also likely 
to be involved in child exploitation, 
money laundering, violent crime, human 
trafficking and immigration offences, so 
it makes sense to follow up intelligence 
reports regarding cannabis cultivation 
by Vietnamese people as a means for 
uncovering other serious offences, some 
of which are or will be performance 
measured.

similarly, investigating street gangs 
committing robberies and firearm 
offences will almost certainly uncover 
drug offences. arresting thieves and 
burglars often leads to incidental 
seizures of drugs; in turn these seizures 
swell arrest numbers for possession 
and trafficking offences. on the back of 

these connections, we may well see an 
increase, rather than reduction, in drug 
operations, seizures and arrests.

Bacon also suggests that 
‘deprioritisation’ will result in greater 
attention being given to the “most 
socially harmful problems” associated 
with drug trafficking. in fact, the 
targeting of heroin and cocaine 
trafficking, drug related violence and 
prolific offenders have dominated police 
strategies and related performance 
indicators for more than a decade.

the challenge of improving 
their performance on the back of 
unprecedented budget cuts is one 
that faces all police services in Britain. 

However, i believe that the disbandment 
of drug squads can be compensated for 
by drawing on the skills, knowledge and 
abilities of uniformed officers, detectives 
and specialist squads such as gang 
and burglary units. it’s also apparent 
from Bacon’s research that some police 
services need to do more to encourage 
creative thinking amongst their ranks.
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Yard	and	is	now	a	Research	fellow	with	
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