Crime, persistent offenders and drugs: breaking the circle

A Cumberland Lodge Conference

6 – 8th June 2003

Bullet point summary

Statistics

· 50 percent of 16 – 29 year olds have tried illicit drugs, however only one percent of 16-29 year olds reported using heroin in the last year.

· 95 percent of drug use is recreational, five percent is problem.

· There are few links between recreational users (about 4 million people in the UK) of drugs and crime, but quite close links between problem drug users (250 000 people) and crime.

· A small number of addicts are responsible for a huge number of crimes - around 664 addicts committed 70,000 offences over a three-month period. 

· Problem users spend about £333 per week on their addiction.

· 50 percent all crimes are drug-related. 

· 74 percent of those arrested for theft test positive for cocaine and/or heroin.

· 75 percent of persistent offenders misuse drugs.

· 7.5 million crimes each year are committed by drug users. 

· 55 percent of drug users who are criminally involved practise shoplifting as a way of financing their dependency; this is the most common type of crime committed by drug users. 

· The estimated social and economic cost of drug abuse in terms of crime, absenteeism and sickness is estimated to be about £18 billion a year.

· The profile of the typical persistent offender is: male (83 percent), 18 – 22 (44 percent), white (89 percent) highly prolific (8-9 convictions in a year).

The Wider Context

· Drugs are a global problem but the solutions can be local.

· Britain has signed the UN Convention which says we will have a drug-free world by 2008.

· People try drugs because of curiosity, hedonism, social pressures, youth culture and ignorance. How does our society express disapproval for the destructive tendencies of inebriation? 

· Dealing with the drugs problem is difficult because it is an issue that comes at the ‘grinding edge of social tectonic plates’: no one and everyone is responsible. 

· Although most drug use does not cause problems, the public have a different perception, that drug use is always harmful to individuals and society. 

· There is a lot of pressure on politicians to be populist by having a zero-tolerance approach.

· If we do nothing to sort out the drugs problem, in the future we can expect an increase in drug abuse, aggressive pushing onto children including using the internet, an increase in organised crime, and an increase in prison populations.

The Criminal Justice System

· Academic research should be the most important driver of legislation, however a range of other influences often affect policy: the national budget, precedent, media, politics, pressure groups, public perception and legislation. 

· The government’s strategy is to reduce supply, educate the public so as to prevent demand, and treat addicts. The direct annual funding for this is £1.5 billion, an increase of 44 percent.

· There have been a plethora of targets for Chief Constables, Magistrates and Judges, but there are a number of problems with these: 


· they measure speed of processes to the exclusion of other considerations, particularly outcomes

· the targets for one agency may be in conflict with those for another, as they are not cross-cutting

· the management structure to make the system work as a whole is not in place 

· Everyone should be drugs tested when they are charged and all those testing positive should be given treatment, either before or after sentencing. Getting more people into detoxification programmes will be an important task for the health sector as much as for criminal justice agencies. 

· The Criminal Justice System needs to communicate better what it is doing if it is to win the public’s confidence. 

· To take a strategic view on crime the government needs to look at school exclusion. Almost inevitably those excluded from school will end up in a young offenders institution. 

· ‘Tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’ is the government’s slogan, but what does ‘tough on the causes of crime’ mean? 

· The criminal justice system does not inspire confidence because people are not in court soon enough and more crimes are committed on bale. 

· For those convicted of a crime the reoffending rate is high; there needs to be more work to stop people reoffending. 

· The drugs strategy for prisons is to try to reduce both supply and demand, however drugs are readily available in prison and the human cost of eliminating them completely is high.

Rehabilitation

· The advantage of doing rehabilitation programmes in prisons is that there is a ‘captive’ audience. Those on probation can avoid treatment more easily.  

· RAPt pioneered the successful 12-step programme in prisons. 

· The best rehabilitation programmes include an element of coercion, from a community of people who won’t tolerate drugs. 

· Although 38 percent of persistent offenders received custodial sentences, three quarters of these got less than six months, which is not long enough for prisoners to undergo treatment.

· Although there are a number of initiatives, such as drug testing on charge and a growing arrest referral system, these are not enough. Ninety seven percent of people given arrest referrals were not with treatment six months later; 49 thousand were screened and only 1 545 turned up for at least six months. 

· There needs to be more research on treatment: some treatments might be making the problem worse. In particular, it is not clear that the standard programme of treatment is effective for young black females. Researchers also don’t know why some people will not do the treatment programmes. There are also high drop out rates for some people, so researchers need to look at how we can keep people engaged in the drug treatment programmes. 

· There is inconsistent availability and accessibility for treatment across the country. In some places there are long waiting lists for treatment, up to seven weeks for residential rehabilitation and eight weeks for detox.   

· For treatment to work there needs to be a more integrated approach, with different agencies working together. If drug users go back into the community with minimal support they will easily lapse back into their old way of life. They need to be given housing, employment or education and ongoing support or aftercare drug treatment. 

· The Tower Project is a coercive scheme where a multi-agency team of criminal justice professionals identify persistent offenders with a drugs problem. Offenders are visited regularly and, with their agreement, submit to weekly testing and receiving health, prescription and counselling support from dedicated drugs workers and doctors.

· The Streetwise multi-agency campaign in Bristol targets beggars to get persistent offenders off the streets and so dramatically reduce street crime. Begging is not an imprisonable offence so Streetwise is getting county court injunctions to ban particular beggars from being on the streets. If beggars break the injunctions they are in contempt of court, an offence for which there is a longer custodial term, or they may be given an Anti-Social Behaviour Order which could lead to a jail sentence of up to five years. 
The Way Forward

· For criminal justice agencies there needs to be a fundamental shift towards more indicators that reflect joint initiatives, rather than each agency measuring only what is within its own remit. 

· The value of education which builds self-worth should not be underestimated; it may be more effective than an emphasis on the danger of drugs. 

· The problem with pushing the line that drugs are dangerous is that not all drugs are life threatening. Hard drugs are life threatening but not amphetamines, speed or cannabis. There is a need to work on reducing the use of hard drugs rather than having a blanket drugs and alcohol ‘don’t do it’ approach. 

· Will the Criminal Justice System get results by liasing better across agencies or does it have to form mixed teams to pursue specific agendas? It was noted that there are a lot of partially funded schemes and it might be better to fund one area properly to see if it can be effective. 

· There is a management gap at the regional and national levels in the fight against drugs. The police and other agencies may seem to have success in overcoming the drugs problems within a particular area, when in fact the problem may just be shifted elsewhere. For a more coordinated approach overall there may need to be additional resources, or a refocus of existing resources. 

· Youth Offending Teams were set up partly to deal with young people who are at risk of becoming offenders. In reality this does not happen because they have too many other things to manage. However it would be valuable if a preventative strategy could be developed in the youth offending teams. 

· Some of the best work is being done by small non-statutory charitable organisations. Effective work has come from the grass roots by people who have identified an issue that affects their community and have come up with their own solution. The funding for this is vitally important. 

· If, sometime in the future, drugs were ever to be legalised, it was suggested that they should be sold only through strictly licensed premises, all purchasers should register use, there should be an advertising ban and tight enforcement of sales using ‘smart’ ID cards for citizens aged 13 plus. This might lead to increased tax revenue which could be spent on health care and a fall in the crime rate. Although there may be increased use of cannabis and other ‘soft’ drugs, there may also be a reduction of alcohol and tobacco.
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