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The story so far

In May 1992, somEe oF Northern Ireland’s leading
health promotion specialists gathered in Bally-
mena, County Antrim, to plan the province’s first
ever regional drug conference. ‘Drugs’ had
finally become an issue in Northern Ireland.

In many ways we were responding to the
growing anecdotal evidence of young people’s
drug use and the sudden emergence of a vigorous
‘drug-boosted’ rave scene. The media took up
the story, and the conviction that ‘something
must be done’ was actively encouraged.

Until that point, there had been a feeling that
Northern Ireland did not have a ‘drug problem’.
As a result of this belief — and the fact that the
province does not have significant numbers of
heroin users — the various UK anti-drug (and
heroin-focused) campaigns of the 1980s and
early 1990s had not been conducted in Northern
Ireland. .

Five years on from that conference planning
weekend, and Northern Ireland now has its very
own drug campaign. The Health Promotion
Agency for Northern Ireland is currently
developing Phase II (targeting 14-17 year-olds)
of a three-phase public information campaign,
which itself is but one strand of the much wider
Northern Ireland Drugs Campaign.

A fair amount of water has flowed under a
number of other bridges since 1992. We now
have a far clearer picture of levels of drug use
thanks to various prevalence surveys, and there
are a growing number of community organis-
ations working in the fields of education,
counselling and treatment. Moreover, Northern
Ireland-specific resources and materials are
regularly being published, and so — after years of
being regarded as the Cinderella of the UK drug
field — the province has finally found its voice.

Same old story

This voice, however, comes at some price — the
increased levels of drug use which first spurred
us on into responding. Northern Ireland is now
exhibiting worrying signs of a growing drug
problem — especially among the young.!

The political and
peace processes of the
last few years in
Northern Ireland have
seen a strengthening
of resolve to tackle
the province's growing
drug problem.
Earlier this year,
the RUC made
Northern Ireland’s
first crack seizure, and
in the lull afforded by
the current ceasefire,
Rob Phipps seizes the
moment to review
both policy and
practice in the
province
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The last five years have seen
Northern Ireland’s drug policy
makers and practitioners take
great strides towards countering
the growing drug problem. With
levels of drug use among the young
on the rise, the education sector
has responded with statutory drug
education and an integrated
guidance package. The Northern
Ireland Drugs Campaign has also
been launched as has the
province’s complementary
strategy toTackling Drugs Together.
The paramilitary link is examined
separately by Druglink’s editor.
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Whereas a survey of 15 year-olds in 1992
reported that only six per cent could be
described as ‘current users’ of illicit drugs,?
two years later, 18 per cent — three times as
many — reported the use of drugs or solvents in
the previous month.? Another study of 16 and
17 year-olds carried out in 1994 showed that
42 per cent said that they had taken a drug at
some point in their lives.* As for other age
groups, one recent survey revealed that 43 per
cent of 16-24 year-olds and 28 per cent of
25-44 year-olds had taken drugs.’

Looking at problem drug use, while figures
from counselling and treatment services are less
easy to come across — there is still no province-
wide equivalent to Great Britain’s regional drug
misuse databases — sources suggest that the
number of referrals has definitely increased.
To complete the picture, as of April 1997 there
have been two deaths officially registered as
being due to the use of ecstasy.®

The situation in Northern Ireland would
therefore appear to be one of growing
experimental and recreational use of cannabis
and other drugs normally associated with the
dance scene. Neither cocaine nor heroin are
in widespread use, and this is evinced by the
relatively small quantities seized by the RUC
Drug Squad in 1996 — only 412 grams of
cocaine and 137 of heroin.”

Moving up a gear

1992 was a pivotal year in the development of
the province’s response to drugs. In February,
the Department of Education in Northern
Ireland (DENI) issued a circular on the misuse
of drugs which made health education a
statutory cross-curricular theme for all pupils
aged 4-16. As a result, all schools are now
required to teach drug education. One of the
main objectives is that pupils should develop
their knowledge and understanding of the use,
misuse, risks and effeats of drugs and other
potentially harmful substances, and they should
develop a critical awareness of the relevant

sty




personal, social and economic
implications.

The back-up to the education sector has
been ongoing, and four years later, DENI
issued the Misuse of Drugs Integrated
Guidance Package. Much like the English
and Welsh drug education circular of
1995, this package gave advice on
developing teaching programmes in both
primary and secondary schools and
provided advice on the establishment of
a drug education policy. Department
inspectors are currently monitoring the
implementation of this guidance.

Also in 1992, alongside the regional
conference which we had been planning
since May, came one of the first
information leaflets to be published in
Northern Ireland. As with drug education,
this area has been substantially developed
in the intervening years, 1994 seeing the
first Northern Ireland-specific public
information campaign. Aimed at parents,
it featured a television advert supported
by an information leaflet, and it was from
such initiatives that the Northern Ireland
Drugs Campaign — launched in 1996 —
was eventually to grow.

Roots revisited

As with Scotland and Wales, Northern
Ireland was to play a full part in the
Tackling Drugs Together flurry of
complementary strategies.

In June 1995, the Central Coordinating
Group for Action Against Drugs
(CCGAAD) was set up, a government
interdepartmental group, essentially the
province’s version of England’s Central
Drugs Coordination Unit. At the same
time, the Northern Ireland Committee on
Drug Misuse (NICDM), which since its
inception in 1984 had been monitoring
the drug situation, began developing a
new policy statement, through extensive
consultation.®

A number of governmental action plans
were developed during the year, and the
final upshot was the publication, in
December, of the NICDM Policy State-
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ment on Drug Misuse, and the
announcement of a £1.6 million three-
year funding package.

All quiet. ..

Although policy development and the
implementation of strategy have both
obviously played central roles in the
development of Northern Ireland’s
response to drugs, not everything is
predictable. Perhaps the most unquanti-
fiable developments in the last five years
were the 1994 ceasefires.

It is difficult to say for certain what
effect the Troubles have had on the drug
scene in Northern Ireland, and similarly
one is a bit reluctant to state categorically
what the subsequent effect of the
ceasefires was on levels of use and
availability.

There are those who would claim that
the Troubles and the associated high
security presence kept a lid on the drug
situation, pointing to the increase in
seizures and arrests after August 1994
as proof.

In 1995, the RUC seized 167 kilos of
drugs and 147,000 tablets. The previous
year, the figures had stood at just 101
kilos and 39,000 tablets, while in 1993,
only 47 kilos and 11,000 tablets were
confiscated. In the same three year period,
RUC drug arrests rose from 1000 to 1200
to 1600.°

Despite these figures, Ronnie Flanagan,
the current Chief Constable of the RUC,
has said:

“It would be wrong to trace an increase
in the drugs problem to a specific date
that related to the ceasefires. I think if
you go back and look at the increase
that we plotted, it is an increase really

that we experienced throughout the

nineties”.'°

Moreover, after August 1994 the Drug
Squad was able to channel many more
resources into anti-drug work — it
increased in size by about 60 per cent and
more uniformed officers were available
for work at the local level. Faced with
such a situation, it would have been
strange if this reallocation of resources
had not resulted in increased seizures and
arrests, as was indeed to be the case.

What effect the current ceasefire may
eventually have on levels of drug use and
patterns of supply is probably something
which can never be known. But what is
certain, is that the initiatives and
developments which can be controlled —
education, policy and information
campaigns — have at last been re-located
within the cultural context of Northern
Ireland, allowing for a more coordinated
and coherent response. (J
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THE PARAMILITARY LINK

Edited by Oswin Baker

Gun-runner or drug-runner?

Extracts from evidence presented to the
House of Commons Northern Ireland
Affairs Committee' by Deputy Chief
Constable Ronnie Flanagan in May 1996:

“The IRA's involvement in the drug trade
is much less direct. Obviously, they attempt
to adopt a public stance that they abhor the
use of drugs and that they abhor the drug
trade generally; that belies the fact that they
have in the past and certainly do at present
derive funding from the drugs trade. The
loyalist paramilitary organisations are much
more directly involved in the straight-
forward drugs dealing . . .

“We have had experience recently of
some reluctance on the part of some loyalist
paramilitary organisations to sell specific
types of ecstasy tablets, and the reason they
have engaged in this reluctance recently is a
belief on their part that the tablets were
originally imported by republican
organisations. So on the one hand you have
some suggestion that they are colluding
together, and on the other hand you have
suggestions that one is not prepared to
engage in the trade for the financial benefit
of the other . ..

“To look at the profit derived by
republican paramilitary groupings first, it
does not yet represent a tremendously
significant proportion of their funding but it
does represent a potentially increasingly
lucrative means of fundraising . . .

“To come to the loyalist paramilitary
organisations, it has to be said they have had
for some time a much more direct hand, and
some estimates that we came by indicated
that perhaps £1 for each tablet, looking
specifically at the ecstasy market, went to
their coffers . . .

“There is no doubt in our minds that the
killings referred to ['nine or ten killings within
the past year, drug-related’, Ken Maginnis MP]
were carried out by the IRA and that any
other title, such as Direct Action Against
Drugs, was merely a flag of convenience.”
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