the druglink interview

CAROLINE FLINT, the Home Office minister with the drug portfolio, comes to the
job with a background of interest and involvement in children and young people.

INTERVIEW BY MAX DALY

Woman of substance

Is the Minister aware of the increasing rate of women’s
imprisonment for drug and drug related-offences? In the
last 10 years the UK has seen increases in women’s
imprisonment from 1,560 in 1993 t0 4,300 in 2002

I am well aware of the significant increase in the
female prison population, and the wider consequences
this has in terms of disruption to families, particularly
children. We are addressing this issue through the
Women Offenders Reduction Programme which aims
to increase the potential for diversion at the pre-court
and pre-sentence stage.

A key part of the programme will be the
development and implementation of a specific
resettlement strategy for female foreign national
prisoners to be taken forward by the women’s prison
estate. Hibiscus are a support organisation with which
several women'’s prisons have funded agreements for
advice for female foreign national prisoners. We are
working with them to develop a web cam
arrangement, which will allow visual links between
these women and their families.

Our ultimate aim is to ensure that more women are
able to access and remain in treatment within the
community.

Home Office research published on DTTOs in England
showed a reconviction rate of 80%, two thirds of these
within a year. According to the research, this is strongly
linked to the orders being prematurely revoked, usually for

non-compliance (like attendance) rather than re-offending.

Given that the plan is to double the DTTOs over the next
two years —what is being done to ensure that offenders are
being given every chance to comply with the order?
Orders are not being revoked prematurely or on a ‘one
strike and you're out’ basis but where there is a clear
failure to engage with the terms of the order. The
revocation rate reflects that the probation service is
taking a rigorous approach to the enforcement of
DTTOs, as sentencers and the public expect. The
current termination rate of only around 48%
represents a significant success story, given the serious
and prolific nature of the offences which DTTO
recipients will have committed, and their chaotic
drugs misusing lifestyles.

It is important to remember that the study only
looked at the reconviction rates of offenders in the
three pilot areas. Since roll-out of the order in October
2000, a range of measures has been implemented
which have improved DTTO provision, bringing it
more into line with the emerging evidence of what is
effective in treating drug misuse and offending. As a
result, offenders are now being held in treatment for
longer periods than was the case during the pilots.
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Permanent
exclusions
for drug-
related
incidences
should
usually be
the final
stepinthe
process
after other
strategies
have been
tried
without
success

Given the serious questions that have been raised about
the claims made for the US version of Blueprint and the
fact that no drug education package has ever been shown
to consistently impact on the drug using behaviour of
young people — how confident is the Minister that all the
money and effort being poured into this project will be
money well spent?

Actually, there is no other exact equivalent of
Blueprint, in the U.S. or elsewhere. It is a unique
programme. It is not good practice to rely on evidence
from single studies, but the range of research evidence
shows that drug education can work. Blueprint is
based on these reviews. We know that effective drug
education can help to delay the onset of smoking,
alcohol and other drug use. Delayed onset lowers the
risk of problematic drug use in the future. Blueprint is
money well spent because the evaluation is the largest
and most detailed programme we have ever done, to
establish what practical approaches to drug education
work best, taking account of changes in skills and
behaviour and the benefits for pupils, teachers, parents
and drug prevention partnerships.

What is your view on schools who automatically exclude
young people for drug-related offences? Is this not just
adding to the problems of social exclusion and storing up
problems for the future?

We view the permanent exclusions of pupils very
seriously. Permanent exclusions for drug-related
incidences should usually be the final step in the
process for dealing with disciplinary offences after a
wide range of other strategies have been tried without
success. Supplying an illegal drug is always a serious
breach of school rules. In exceptional circumstances,
even for the first offence, the head teacher may judge
that an incident involving the supply of an illegal drug
warrants exclusion. In making that judgement, we
encourage headteachers to look at their school’s policy
on how to deal with drug-related incidents and to
consult the school’s drugs coordinator. Ultimately, the
decision will depend on the precise circumstances of
each case.

Can we confirm that the power of arrest has been extended
toall Class Cdrugs and that the proposal to increase
trafficking and supply penalties will apply to all Class C
drugs and not just to cannabis? If this is right —and given
that police on the ground already turn a ‘blind eye’ to
possession of a small amount of amphetamine whichis a
Class B drug —will there be any effective difference between
Class B and Class C drugs? Does this suggest a rethink of
the Misuse of Drugs Act whereby the different Classes are
supposed to represent relative harms to society?
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drugs and not just to cannabis. These provisions are
contained in the Criminal Justice Bill, which is
currently passing through Parliament.

For cannabis, we expect that a police warning and
confiscation of the drug will be sufficient for most
offences of possession. Recent police guidance on this
matter confirms that, as a Class C drug post-
reclassification, there is to be a presumption against
using the power of arrest for simple possession
offences. Instead, the power of arrest is intended for
use in a small number of cases where the offender is
* blatantly flouting the law — for example, smoking
cannabis in the face of a police officer — or is otherwise
threatening public order.

In practice, we envisage very few cases indeed
where the power of arrest will be used in relation to
other Class C drugs, such as the anabolic steroids and
the benzodiazepines, but it will be available if needed
in individual cases where there are aggravating factors

of the sort I have just referred to in respect of cannabis.
This is quite different from the situation in respect of
Class A and B drugs, where police officers generally
have complete discretion whether or not to use the
power of arrest for possession offences and, in many
cases, do use the power. I should add that the
maximum penalties for the possession of Class A and B
drugs are different from those for Class C drugs, and
this will remain the position.

With regard to trafficking penalties, we need to
send a clear message that trafficking in any illegal drug
will be taken very seriously, whatever its classification.
There are a handful of cannabis trafficking cases each
year which attract sentences of 10 years or more; and,
accordingly, we need to retain the maximum penalty
for trafficking cannabis at its current level of 14 years’
imprisonment, post reclassification, so that the courts
can continue to impose substantial sentences in
these cases.

These proposed changes do not imply a rethink of
the Misuse of Drugs Act whereby the different Classes
represent relative harms to society. B
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