mainstream

As more prolific offenders are diverted away from cells and into
treatment, police forces have had to modify their attitude to drug
users. But, says Allen Morgan, the traditional ‘cops and robbers’

relationship is proving hard to shake off.

N 2002 a subtle change occurred in the way

that the police service tackled drug-related

crime, with the birth of the Tower Project in

Blackpool. The project became a role model for
similar projects throughout the UK after resulting
in a fairly dramatic drop in crime figures in
Blackpool. Even the naming of the Tower Project
was significant — it highlighted a shift away from
the war on drugs rhetoric by referring to it as a
‘Project’ rather than an ‘Operation’.

For the first time police officers, working as
part of a multi-agency project, combined drug
treatment support with proactive police tactics to
engage the most prolific offenders and divert them
into treatment, The project utilised effective and
immediate help for drug users coupled with a
strong element of enforcement. It gave users the
option of either engaging with the project or going
through the criminal justice system.

News of the success of the project rapidly
spread nationwide and other forces attempted to
ape it. Senior police officers who were under
increasing pressure due to high crime statistics —
and who had initially shown considerable
scepticism toward the tactic — now embraced
similar projects in their own areas in a desperate
bid to lower crime figures.

JOB CULTURE

Whilst the success of the Tower Project
cannot be challenged it is not so clear whether its
successes have been entirely mirrored across
Britain. For the vast majority of police officers,
drug users are not considered as ‘clients’. This is a
job culture issue, because throughout their career,
the vast majority of police officers’ dealings with
drug users are confrontational.

It is against this backdrop and culture that
many police officers are recruited into multi-
agency projects designed to encourage prolific
offenders to engage and work with them —a
difficult relationship that is reliant on trust
and rapport.

This transition from law enforcement to
empathy and compassion is often extremely
difficult to successfully complete for many officers
who find themselves ill-equipped and from a
culture that is completely alien. They are entering
an entirely different working environment which
can see officers on the receiving end of a fair
amount of mistrust from their new-found multi
agency partners.
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For many
front-line
police
officers
there is still
considerable
mistrust of
colleagues
who are
seen to be
engaging
with the
‘enemy’

ILL-PREPARED

There is considerable disparity between the

police training forces provide. Basic drug
awareness training is largely focused on providing
new officers with a basic grounding in dealing
with drug-related offences and presenting
evidential cases to the courts. Yet despite the fact
that these frontline officers will spend a
considerable amount of time engaging with drug
users who they have arrested, very few will have
any understanding about what drives an addict to
continue stealing to fund their addiction.

Many forces are now realising the benefits of
providing a wider scope of specialist drug training
that encompasses areas other than legislation and
enforcement. Officers are given talks by recovering
users who highlight the traps of addiction and the
difficulty in turning around their life. Specialists
from DATs are also increasingly being utilised to
provide police officers with an insight into the
difficulties of rehabilitating a person with deep-
seated addiction issues.

Unfortunately many forces still lag behind
when it comes to training. Officers selected for
specialist posts are often ill-prepared to
understand the complexities of dealing with drug
addicted clients. Indeed, there is a curious paradox
when it comes to recruiting officers to work on
these projects, as it is often the most proactive




officers in terms of arrests and drug seizures who
are then selected to work in a role where the
emphasis is on understanding drug users rather
than arresting them. However there are many
benefits to utilising the experience of police
officers in this field. Police officers by the very
nature of their job do tend to go into situations
with their eyes open and can provide a sometimes
healthy scepticism to the role.

ENEMY

For many front-line police officers there is still
considerable mistrust of colleagues who are seen
to be engaging with the ‘enemy’. Many officers
who go into such specialist roles feel isolated from
their mainstream colleagues who in turn feel that
the police service
is going soft on
drug users and
that prison is a
far better option
than treatment.
For many officers
there is no such
thing as an ex-
drug
user/offender
and it is not
uncommon to
discover that
many police
officers will
deliberately
target clients
who are engaged
in such schemes
in an attempt to
highlight that
whilst they may
be able to pull the wool over their ‘softly-softly’
colleagues’ eves that they have not been taken in
by their attempts at rehabilitation.

It is not just police officers who find the
transition of engaging with police officers difficult.
One recovering heroin and crack cocaine user,
who did not wish to be named, highlighted how
he was visited at home by two police officers who
wanted to engage and support him in becoming
drug and offending-free on a project that had just
started in his area. As one of the officers explained

TRAILBLAZER: THE TOWER PROJECT

disciplinary team, which included police
officers, probation officers, a crown
prosecution officer, a housing/benefit officer
and a nurse. What was different with the
Tower Project was that rather than waiting
until someone committed the crime we
targeted the known offenders and engaged
with them before they came into contact
with the criminal justice system.

The other aspect of the Tower Project
which was quite innovative was to bring

Blackpool in 2002 following an ever-

increasing rise in acquisitive crime, in
particular domestic burglary, robbery and
vehicle crime. At the time, waiting times for
problem drug users to access drug
treatment locally such as specialist
prescribing were rather long, in same cases
over 12 months. The underpinning principle

. of the project was the belief that a small

number of local substance misusing prolific
offenders were responsible for a high

The Tower Project was developed in
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how he wished to help him and listed all the
benefits that the officers could provide, the
recovering user suddenly remembered where he
recognised the officer from.

The officers were shocked when their offer of
support was turned down. The ex-user reminded
one of the officer’s that the last time they met he
had arrested him for shoplifting. A struggle had
subsequently ensued and the officer had broken
the man’s ribs when he struck him with his
truncheon.

Clients who engage with projects where police
officers are present are often reluctant to open up
about their experiences because they are
concerned that anything they say will be filtered
back into the police intelligence system. And there
are often considerable practical difficulties for
police officers engaged in projects of this nature,
who find themselves torn between client
confidentiality and effective law enforcement.

Some drug users are concerned that their
safety will be compromised if they are seen
chatting openly with police officers because to
others there is the suggestion that they are acting
as informants and providing information on drug
dealers.

BETRAYAL

Unfortunately many officers either fail to settle
into the role due to the difficulty in culture change
or alternately are moved on in area reshuffles.
There is often little consideration about the
importance of their role and the difficulties of
introducing new people when a client/carer bond
has been developed.

One officer highlighted the difficulties of
returning back to uniformed duties after working
for several years engaging prolific offenders in
treatment. The officer explained: “I felt like I was
betraying people. I had made a promise to help
these people and build up their trust and now
here I am back in uniform going round arresting
them.”

With the criminal justice system an integral
part of the government’s efforts to direct drug
users into treatment, it will be interesting to see
how the police service adapts. Increasing numbers
of police officers could soon find that the war on
drugs is now being fought on a different front, one
based on engagement, rather than conflict.

under one roof, they were able to learn

a bit from one another and perhaps reduce
those 'cultural barriers' existing between
agencies. If this ultimately leads to a better
service to those who we serve, our
communities, the victims of crime and those
committing the crime, why not!

Certainly within a period of twelve
months since the Tower Project was
implemented in Blackpool, the number of
domestic burglaries reduced in an

proportion of this crime and therefore, if we
were be able to engage with them and fast
track them into treatment, we would be
able to reduce their offending.

The project consisted of a multi-

together a number of professionals from a
range of partner agencies involved in the
project that enabled a much greater degree
of involvement, support and management
than had not previously been the case. By
bringing this group of professionals together

unprecedented manner and has remained
low ever since.

Paolo Pertica

Head of Blackpool Community Safety and Drugs
Partnership
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