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Into the Pleasuredome...

Multiple drugtaking is part of
Brighton’s Pleasuredome

lifestyle. Its casualties became
part of DAIS’s caseload.

The ‘Pleasuredome’ is Brighton’s cen-
tral entertainment area with young peo-
ple’s clubs, pubs and music venues. An
open drug market developed involving
cannabis, LSD, ecstasy and ampheta-
mines. Use of these drugs became part of
the area’s youth leisure culture and ‘casu-
alties’ approached DAIS with problems
related to stimulant and hallucinogen
use. Health education strategies were
devised to incorporate risk reduction
messages into this group’s lifestyle.
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NINE O’CLOCK on a warm summer
evening and Brighton’s ‘Pleasuredome’
marketplace is crowded with traders and
customers. Business is brisk as style-con-
scious young people mill around the trad-
ers’ pitches — but the goods on sale aren’t
look-alike designer labels or bootleg cas-
seltes — they're drugs.

The *Pleasuredome’ is our nickname for
the entertainment centre of Brighton — an
area of less than a tenth of a square mile
which forms the focus of local young peo-
ple’s leisure activities. A magnet for young
people, the area is a complex network of
narrow lanes and pedestrian precincts lined
with boutiques, “in’ pubs. wine bars, live
music venues, fast food outlets, bordered by
Brighton pier with all its attractions and
amusement arcades.

Use of drugs is considered by many
young Pleasuredomers as a valid compo-
nent of their leisure. along with their dress
style, choice of friends, music and clubs.

Developmentofavisible, organised strect
drugs market catering specifically for
Pleasuredome customers posed unigue prob-
lems for the police. Because of the narrow,
low age-band of both customers and trad-
ers, undercover work by plain clothed offic-
ers was impractical and intelligence from
the market was of poor quality. The street
market employed look outs, runners and
minders; dealers used radio pagers and pub-
lic call boxes to conduct business. Overt
uniformed police action would have been
fruitless.

As the only practical option, an expen-
sive, labour-intensive video surveillance
operation led to the conviction of a number
of the street dealers for possession and
supply of cannabis, amphetamine sulphate,
ecstasy and LSD.

The dealers’ response was to retreat from
the streets into the clubs and pubs of the
Pleasuredome. In April a TV programme
demonstrated that it was still possible to
score drugs in less than a minute by just

asking any young person walking in the
Pleasuredome.

Last year DAIS began to see an increas-
ing stream of young drug casualties from
the Pleasuredome. They came with the clas-
sic symptoms of problematic use of halluci-
nogenic drugs or stimulants —paranoia, diso-
rientation, panic attacks, depression, anxi-
ety, flashbacks, or simply trips that didn’t
stop—reminding older staff of festival medi-
cal tents in the "60s.

A younger DAIS worker commented
that the Pleasuredome drug scene had
“brought in a different and nicer type of
drug user into DAIS™. To test whether they
really were “different” we examined the
data sheets for 92 Pleasuredome “casual-
ties” who presented to DAIS from June to
December 1990.

% Nice, middle class young
people, but at weekends
drug bingeing — the 1990s
version of the lager lout*®

Most lived within a 15-mile radius and
were aged 18-22. Equal numbers of men
and women use the Pleasuredome, but more
young men than women came to DAIS.
This may be explained by more frequent
drug use among young men, or by male peer
groups encouraging excessive drug use
while young women’s groups discourage it
as unacceptable.

The casualties were almost all in em-
ployment or further education. Living at
home with their parents meant that, even on
low wages, they had significant disposable
income for leisure. A very small percentage
cither had a history of offending or a crimi-
nal record.

Over 90 per cent of the young
Pleasuredomers said they came to DAIS
became of problems caused by the use of
efther cannabis, amphetamine sulphate, or
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ecstasy, but their drug use profiles over the
past month revealed a different picture. All
were dedicated polyabusers, using not one
drug but a whole range of different drugs
concurrently: cannabis, ecstasy, ampheta-
mine sulphate, LSD, and excessive alcohol
consumption being the order of frequency
of use.

The typical Pleasuredome casualty was
not a daily drug user: they used once or
twice a week, always in association with
peer group leisure activities. Their leisure
‘binge’ would consist of two or three illegal
drugs, usually with alcohol. Before gravi-
tating to the Pleasuredome, they had used
cannabis from the age of 13-14, ampheta-
mine from 15-16, LSD from 16, and had
started to use ecstasy and binge polyabuse
within the last year: nice, middle class young
people, living at home with their parents.
withconventional, orderly lives, but at week-
ends drug bingeing —the 1990s version of the
1980s lager lout.

As a group they were strongly anti-
heroin: “It isn't a fun drug and it’s not lively
enough to be appealing™ “It’s a socially
unacceptable drug so there’s a lot of peer
pressure not to get involved™; “It’s an estate
drug that’s popular among young people in
high unemployment areas.

But a quarter had injected amphetamine
and of these nearly half admitted sharing
syringes. This high rate of sharing could be
predicted with a group of “impulse’ rather
than regular injectors, who would therefore
not have their own syringes.

New ways with old skills

To agencies. these young people do not
present new and unique problems: skills
learnt in the “love and peace’ era of the
1960s and forgotten in the '80s are directly
applicable. However. we do neced to ur-
gently address ways Lo provide appropriate
risk reduction messages.

This is quite a challenge because our
target groups see themselves as quite so-
phisticated in their tastes — for instance in
clothes, music and entertainment, and per-
haps including their knowledge about their
chosen drugs. However, in some respects
they are vulnerable:

- they are strongly influenced by peer pres-
sure;

- most do not see their drug use as causing
any life problems;

- most do not consider themselves at risk of

physical or mental harm.

The *casualty’ users who presentto DAIS
are the easiest to address; they offer us direct
access by recognising a problem and choos-
ing our service. If we give useful (and
credible) help then we may be able to con-
vince the rest of the peer group that our
advice is worth having. So for this group our
goals are quite simple:

- continue to raise awareness of our service
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and build credibility;

- emphasise that we are totally confidential
and ‘user-friendly’;

- offer information and counselling and re-
ferral for treatment if necessary;

- provide detailed help on specific risk areas
such as bingeing, injecting, unsafe sex.

Risk reduction campaign

What is much more difficult is to reach the
*happy consumers’ having a good time out
in the Pleasuredome and unaware of any

risks. There could be at least a thousand of

these and perhaps as many as two thousand
at any one time.

They are difficult to target with risk re-
duction messages; although they gather in
the Pleasuredome, they live over a large area
and have little else in common. They see
their drug use as pure enjoyment and can
easily afford it. Almost certainly they see
traditional anti-drug campaigns as irrelevant;
any media messages directed at them need
to be new and sophisticated.

Forour FACTLINE °91 campaign, based
as in previous years on a recorded telephone
message, we are attempting to incorporate

1. Nixon J. *Drug Information and Young People”, Health &
Social Policy Reserch Centre, Brighton Polytechnic. 1991.

B CONTACT THE AUTHORS via DAIS, 38
West Street, Brighton BN1 2RE, phone
0273 21000.
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relevant risk reduction information directly
into the leisure lifestyle of young Pleasure-
dome devotees. Promoting FACTLINE in
local entertainment magazines, on the backs
of gig flyers, and on club coasters, is in-
tended to make this information part of the
club/pub/live music leisure package.

Tailored to the leisure context, the risk
reduction messages spotlighted are:

- take ‘one drug at a time’ — don’t mix;

- beware fake ecstasy tablets of dubious
composition;

- take a break from speed if you feel para-
noia creeping;

- avoid sexual intercourse when stoned;

Those already part of the Pleasuredome
scene may well have strong peer-group
pressure to conform with what we would
see as excessive behaviour, and the group
may encourage a kind of stylised reckless-
ness.

A small-scale local study' of how young
people obtain information on a range of
issues confirmed that friends are the major
source. Asked who they would talk to if
they needed help, 91 per cent replied “a
friend” and 77 per cent said they would use
“friends” if they wanted information.

Whether drug use or alcohol use pat-
terns can be linked to social activities is
more controversial, but the survey showed
that 62 per cent of whose who regularly go
to night clubs said they had used drugs
recently — against only 22 per cent who do
not go to clubs. And the figures for pub-
goers are 53 per cent as against 18 per cent.

‘Infiltrating” this peer group is therefore
a key tactic. We also hope to influence
some of the 15 and [6-year-olds, the ‘ap-

prentice’ group, waiting in the wings (o
enter the Pleasuredome. |

DRUGLINK November/Decemher1991 13



