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New horizons needed

Farewell drug advisory committees and welcome to the community,
a new focus for local coordination

LOCAL INTER-AGENCY collaboration in tackling drug mis-
use needs to shift its focus away from services. That is a primary
conclusion of our report Across the Divide: Building Commu-
nity Partnerships to Tackle Drug Misuse. the outcome of a vear-
long piece ol research for the Department of Health.

As more resources for drug misuse services have become
available. local efforts at coordination have run into the mud of
vested interests and the seeming inertia of large bureaucracies.
With change in the air for health, local authority and criminal
justice services, many people hope that the new structure of
commissioners, purchasers and providers will crystallise rela-
tionships. leading to better joint working; but will it?

I fear not — because many people are still locked into a world
view where responses to drug misuse are led by the provision of
services. New services are desperately needed. But. just as
public organizations have been slow to recognise a growing
problem. manv drug agencies have heen slow to acknowledge
that eflective local responses to drug misuse are not just about
services for diug misusers.

The key question - why coordinate?
Our research repeatedly took us back to a lundamental ques-
tion. one rarelv answered satisfactorily — “What is the purpose
of [local] collaboration?” The Advisory Council on the Misuse of
Drugs has stressed preventive education and reducing drug-
related risks as kev objectives. Few people now seriously
challenge harm minimisation as an objective, allowing it to act
as the common ground on which relationships between agen-
cies can be improved. However. there is now a much wider
perspective about what constitutes prevention and harm mini-
misation. This embraces concerns about drug misusers and
those at rizk of misusing, but also goes hevond these to wider
concerns about the wellbeing of the local community.

From this perspective. prevention must be about more than
simply nformation for individuals. The jury is still out on the
Home Office drugs prevention teams. but they have moved us
bevond health education to a broader perspective on what
constitutes preventive activity. In many areas we visited, it was
pointed out that collaboration on drug misuse must take ac-
count of the economic and social costs to the community. We
concluded. therefore. that local collaboration should aim:

* lo reduce the harm to individuals and the community: and
* Lo reduce the cost of drug misuse to the locality,

We have enough information lo know that today’s local drug
misuse forums do not embrace the wider con-
cerns of the local comrunity. They have not
achieved a balance between developing spe-
cialist services. prevention through education,
promoting community safetyv. and ensuring that
mainstream services become more responsive

to drug misuse issues. Some people believe
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that new joint commissioning arrangements may be the test bed
{or better joint working. But joint commissioning retains an
emphasis on the purchase of services, whereas tackling drug
misuse at a community level relies on shifts in the policies and
practices ol public bodies.

A new framework needs to be established within
which a broad-based response (o tackling drug
misuse can flourish based on partnership he-
tween different agencies and acknowledge-
ment of shared responsibility between the key
stakeholders, whether public bodies, special- well as
isl services or community organisations. We
propose that Drug Misuse Community Part-
nerships be established at local level to:
* nonitor and provide information on drug misuse;
* assess the needs of drug misusers and the wider community;
* develop strategies lo prevent drug misuse and to reduce the
availability of illicit drugs:
* enable and empower individuals and communities to address
risks and problems associated with drug use: and
* develop programmes for commissioning specialist services

and prevention initiatives involving the wider comnmunity.

Policy-shaping role for drug services

What roles should drug services play in this new vision of inter-
agency eoordination? They will remain key service providers
and sources of valuable intelligence on the local drug scene.
But they should also be shaping policy. To do this effectively,
drug services will need to broaden their own and others’
horizons about the range of responses needed. For example,
current drug misuse forums rarely involve comniunity or ten-
ants” groups. or (except as a funder) local businesses. And how
do drug misuse forums link with other inter-agency groups.
such as those dealing with community safety? These are issues
which the next generation of drug misuse eoordinating groups
will have to address.

Coordination is not justa local issue. At national level too,
change is in the air. The new Central Drugs Coordination Unit
set up under Tony Newton is a welecome recognition of the need
for a more coherent approach to national strategy. As at local
level, its success will depend on shaping a new agenda.
transcending organisational boundaries. and, in particular,
gaining clarity about the aims of collaborative effort.

The problem that national and local coordinating efforts
share is that tackling drug misuse does not fit
casily into the institutions created for the
administration of nineteenth and twentieth
century social policy. Not only do enhanced
efforts have to be made to bring about good
collaboration, but we have to set new agendas
for collaboration to address. O
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