ENFORCEMENT

MARKET FORCES

Back in 2002, the police began publicly to reframe drug
enforcement as harm reduction. What was behind this and
where is it going? asks Harry Shapiro

At this year’s annual drug conference
organised by the Association of Chief
Police Officers (ACPO), Jackie Roberts,
recently promoted to Deputy Chief
Constable of Dyfed-Powys, will give a
presentation about the Street Level Up
Approach (SLUA).

SLUA also involves the Serious
Organised Crime Agency (SOCA) and a
number of pilot Force-level sites across
the UK including Cardiff, Brighton,
Liverpool and Greater Manchester. SLUA
is ‘an approach’ rather than a specific
initiative, and so while its current focus
is drug enforcement, it could be adapted
for any area of serious crime.

SLUA crystallises some of the realities
of trying to police our well-embedded
drugs markets. First it tries to tackle
what Jackie Roberts, ACPO lead and
ardent champion of SLUA, calls the
“tricky” issue of territorialism and a
historic reluctance to collaborate within
the police, either across Force boundaries
and also up the chain from street level
policing to SOCA.

This problem has been recognised by
the Inspectorate of Constabulary both in
its 2005 report Closing the Gap: promoting
inter-Force cooperation and more recently
this year’s report Getting Organised, in
which it criticised ‘parochialism and
other misguided sentiments...which
pose a threat to the development of
effective regional collaboration.’ One
highly experienced drugs officer told
Druglink that there has always been
a culture of unwillingness to pass
intelligence upwards either for fear that
it would not be acted upon or that people
would not receive due credit for their
work.

SLUA also looks to address the issue
of flexibility. The police service is a rigid
hierarchy with a necessary tight chain
of command, but often hidebound by
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protocols and procedures. Drug gangs
have none of these inhibitions. Few, if
any, operating in this country, conform
to the Mafia stereotype of captains,
lieutenants and soldiers in a neat
organisational pyramid.

The 2009 Constabulary report
estimated there are some 2,800 organised
crime gangs active in the UK, around 60
per cent of which are involved in drug
trafficking. But even the word ‘organised’
should be treated with caution. As far
back as 1987, John Grieve, then head
of the Met Police drug squad and now
Chair of the Centre for Police and
Community Safety, called such networks,
‘a threadbare patchwork quilt of alliances
and hatreds’. And reliance on another
famous pyramid had already began to
erode in the early 1990s - the Level 1, 2
and 3 paradigm of street, middle and top
end drug trafficking. Again it was John
Grieve who suggested that a criminal
network could be just ‘four handshakes’
- in other words, somebody could be
running a café in London with a major
trafficker for a brother-in-law in Colombia
and a couple of middlemen in-between.

So the idea is that, if there are no
consistent hierarchical boundaries
within gangs, as far as possible, the
police should be similarly fluid if they
are to catch them. :

This was a key element in discussions
within the Prime Minister’s Delivery
Unit in 2004, which developed the idea
of the SLUA. It was agreed that the
police agencies operating at a national
level would become more involved
at street level, bringing with them a
battery of surveillance techniques and
other resources to help disrupt local
markets. So for example, if a gang was
successfully busted or dispersed through
intelligence or undercover work, rather
than simply having a night in the pub to

celebrate the end of the operation, the
covert work might continue to gain more
knowledge of how the market adapts

to set-backs. However, the London tube
bombings of July 2005 saw resources
diverted from the embryonic SLUA to
counter-terrorism. This hastened the
imperative to encourage cross-Force
cooperation to offset the resources
deficit and also partly explains how
senior police officers came to embrace
more readily the idea of harm reduction.

Flashback to 2002 and a Home
Office flagship event highlighting
the achievements of the recently
updated Drug Strategy. The supply-side
presentation was given by the Concerted
Inter-Agency Drugs Action Group (CIDA)
—a now defunct group made up of
representatives from police, Customs,
the security services and relevant
government departments. Some of the
images accompanying the presentation
depicted happy smiling people not being
arrested. As somebody brought up on
Z-Cars and The Sweeney this was a tad
disconcerting to say the least. Then we
got into the presentation and the first
slide included in the bullet-points:

@ Harm reduction - serving our
communities

® Intelligence-led - understanding the
problem

® Encouraging innovation — what works
and what doesn'’t.

During the Q&A, I asked the question:
“Given that plenty of drugs have been
seized and traffickers locked up, what
is it that the police don’t understand
about the UK drug market?” One of
the presenters proceeded to reel off a
number of areas where real information
was lacking. It was an honest answer,
and revealed the extent to which senior
enforcement officials were querying
what they were doing. I followed up with,




“so what doesn’t work?” There was an
embarrassed silence on the platform
until one officer muttered (and I quote)
“how long have you got?”

In 2000, the Police Foundation
(Runciman) Inquiry into drugs and the
law concluded that traditional drug law
enforcement was doing little to stem
the flow of drugs while at the same
time soaking up the lion’s share of the
national drugs budget. But this was the
first public acknowledgement by the
enforcement agencies themselves that a
new approach was needed. Subsequent
surveys of UK drug markets from the
leaked report of Tony Blair’s Strategy
Unit in 2003 to the UK Drug Policy
Commission report in 2008, have all
come to the same conclusion.

One of the problems was clearly the
lack of coordination at the top, so in
2006, the National Criminal Intelligence
Service, the National Crime Squad
and the investigation and intelligence

responsibilities of Customs and Excise
were merged into SOCA. Right from the
outset, SOCA’'s Chairman Sir Stephen
Lander, the former head of MI5, was
at pains to tell the politicians that the
effectiveness of drug enforcement could
not be measured simply in kilos of drugs
seized; the formula needed to be more
nuanced - and as CIDA had hinted in
its presentation, it meant looking at
targeting the effort when it is likely to
have most impact on local communities.
In other words, harm reduction.

It was the Advisory Council on
the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD), in 1994,
that first advanced the notion of
enforcement-focused harm reduction
in the second of its three- part report on
drugs and the criminal justice system;

“If a police crackdown on dealing
in a public place leads to dealers
switching their business operation to a
private house and drug availability and
consumption remains undiminished,

this may be regarded as a failure in
enforcement terms. But the other
outcome may be to restore a public
amenity for the benefit of the wider
community, in which case the police
should be given the credit.”

This year, the UKDPC published a
report reviewing how drug enforcement
could be refocused towards harm
reduction. SLUA is very much embedded
in the idea of reducing harm to
communities and the Appendix to the
report contained a number of examples,
including an SLUA-badged Sussex police
operation called REDUCTION. Many of
the case studies involved ‘chasing the
money’ and use of the Proceeds of Crime
Act which has become a potentially
powerful enforcement tool: research
has suggested that asset seizure can
disrupt criminal organisations more
than drug seizures which are often
simply written off as a business risk.
Some involved impressive examples of
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cross-agency collaboration within a Force
area, although in some cases the ‘harms’
reduced were not evaluated. However,
reading through them, it is not obvious
how these operations differ from what
you might imagine are standard (and
non-controversial) police drug operations.

But as Peter Reuter and Jonathan
Caulkins observed in the January issue of
Safer Communities, the full consequences
of harm reduction in enforcement terms
could be very politically challenging
for the police. It introduces the notion
of choice into policing operations and
a tacit acceptance, noted by the ACMD
in 1994, that not all drug markets are
equally damaging. Local police might
well pay more attention to shutting
down open drug markets where local
people feel threatened and intimidated
than to the closed and semi-closed
markets happening in the back of a club
or via mobile phones.

This was exactly the kind of choice
made by Brian Paddick when he took
over as Borough Commander in Brixton
in December 2000. He arrived to find
one of his officers on a charge for not
dealing properly with a cannabis offence
prompting all his colleagues to insist they
would now arrest everybody they found
in possession of cannabis. Knowing
what this might do for already sensitive
community relations, Paddick consulted
with community leaders who not only
agreed that mass stop and search

would be disastrous, but that their main
concerns were not cannabis, but crack,
heroin, street robbery and violence.

POLICE MIGHT WELL PAY
MORE ATTENTION TO
SHUTTING DOWN OPEN
DRUG MARKETS WHERE
LOCAL PEOREE FEEL
THREATENED THAN TO
THE CLOSED MARKETS
HAPPENING IN THE BACK
OF A CLUB OR VIA MOBILE
PHONES

So Paddick took a classic harm reduction
approach with his ‘seize and warn’
approach for cannabis. There was much
local backing for the scheme which
came into effect in July 2001; the London
Evening Standard called it ‘common
sense on cannabis’. While ultimately

a political tidal wave washed over
Commander Paddick, all the evidence
suggested that his initiative achieved
what it set out to: the area saw a fall in
all the serious crime most affecting the
community — and the so-called ‘Brixton
experiment’ provided some of the
evidence base for the reclassification of

cannabis from Class B to C in 2004.

Taking the Reuter-Caulkins harm
reduction scenario to the edge was the
creation of ‘Hamsterdam’ in the TV
series, ‘The Wire’. With much of West
Baltimore a no-go area, the local police
commander cleared the street corners
of drug dealers and corralled them
and their customers on an abandoned
housing estate. The streets were safe
again for local people; the threat of
violence and intimidation, of innocent
people quite literally caught in the
crossfire of turf wars, removed. Of course,
once the media and the top brass caught
on, it was all over, but the commander
had made his point.

Despite its far more modest ambitions,
the publication of the UKDPC report in
July, prompted the expected responses
from the lobby groups; Transform saw old
failed tactics dressed up in new clothes
- the conservative Centre for Policy
Studies saw at best, a betrayal of local
communities by ‘turning a blind eye’ to
some drug markets, at worst, the start of
a slippery slope to legalisation. However,
there is a real politik at work here -
seizing drug tonnage before it reaches
the streets will continue.

But as sociologists Maggy Lee and
Nigel South wrote in the Handbook of
Policing in 2003: ‘The public is asked to
accept that the elimination of the drugs
trade is impossible, and containment
or minimisation of the various harms
associated with drug misuse is the best
that can be achieved.

Moreover, the police do not have the
resources to mount sustained attacks
on all aspects of the drug market, all
the time - even less so as we head
towards a cliff drop in public spending.
Targeting those markets that cause
the most trouble to local communities
is also critical for another reason:
improving public perception that the
most visible manifestations of public
threat are being dealt with, is the only
strategic game in town.

Jackie Roberts believes strongly that
those operations flying under the SLUA
flag demonstrate the importance of
partnership, coordination and flexibility
in dealing with the problems that
plague local communities. “Tailoring
our response to meet specific objectives
such as taking the money out of crime,
developing better and more timely
intelligence and information sharing
from street level to importation together
with intelligent use of forensic data will
all be of benefit in the long term.”
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