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As the representative body for the community sector on the National Drugs Strategy (NDS), 
Citywide Drugs Crisis Campaign has been warning for the last couple of years that the 
partnership approach which has been at the heart of the NDS since 1996 is in danger of 
collapse. In 1996 the state acknowledged its failure to listen to the community voices that 
were calling for action on the growing heroin problem at the time and a radical new 
approach to drugs policy was introduced, which has been reaffirmed by every successive 
government since. The approach is built on community participation, partnership 
interagency working and local decision-making and is crucial to an effective response to an 
increasingly complex and challenging drugs problem.  
 
The current National Drugs Strategy Reducing Harm Supporting Recovery recommits to this 
approach, In particular, it states that “It recognises the importance of supporting the 
participation of communities in key decision-making structures, so that their experience and 
knowledge informs the development of solutions to solve problems related to substance 
misuse in their areas.”  
 
But we are sorry to have to say that these words in the Strategy have not been delivered on. 
At national, regional and local level, decision-making authority has been taken away from 
the partnership structures and has reverted back to the Dept of Health and the HSE, who 
now make the key decisions centrally and without any meaningful consultation with 
communities.  

The Drug and Alcohol Task Forces have done amazing work over the years in responding to 
the needs emerging in their communities at local and regional level, but their ability to carry 
out this role has been steadily undermined by this recentralising of decision-making and by 
a failure to recognise and properly fund the work of Community Drug Projects on the 
ground, as you will hear from the experience in Tallaght. 

We have just had the report of the Mid-term review of the NDS published last week and it is 
a worrying indication of the direction in which our drugs policy is going. It is fundamentally 
flawed in its failure to recognise the centrality of the role of community in our National Drugs 
Strategy to date, and this failure puts the content of the Mid Term Review not just at odds 
with the principles set out in the current NDS but is also a denial of the overwhelming 
evidence from our experience to date. 

The evidence tells us that the community sector has played a crucial role on the ground in 
delivering on the partnership interagency approach to the drugs issue and we bring our 
extensive knowledge and experience to bear when addressing new challenges and emerging 
needs. We have led the way on policy debates such as ending the criminalisation of people 
who use drugs and we actively seek to work in partnership with any and all relevant 
statutory and NGO bodies to bring about positive change in our communities. This Review 
document chooses to ignore this community expertise and, in doing so, ignores one of the 
greatest assets we have in our efforts to respond to drugs.  



How can we learn from and build on the knowledge and experience of the community 
sector when we don’t even acknowledge it by naming it? How can we understand what 
works and what doesn’t, and what we need to do next, when we ignore the voices of people 
who are active in their communities and when we refuse to recognise the expertise that 
they bring to the table? How can we develop our services effectively when we fail to 
recognise the unique role of community projects working across a wide range of NDS 
actions, adapting and responding to changing needs and supporting a positive community 
response to the drugs issue?    

With this Mid-Term Review document the Department is, in effect, writing the community 
sector role out of the National Drugs Strategy. This is happening at a time when the number 
of areas across the country experiencing a community drugs problem has increased very 
significantly, and, as we face an ever more complex and challenging landscape in relation to 
drugs policy, the partnership between the state and the community has never been more 
important. 

This Friday there will be a meeting of the National Oversight Committee, on which we 
represent the community sector, and at this meeting the Dept of Health is intending to 
remove our community and voluntary networks from our representative roles in the 
Strategy and this will happen without any review, rationale or discussion. If this is allowed to 
go ahead then we have finally brought down the curtain on the interagency partnership 
approach to the drugs issue and we will be turning our backs on the communities like 
Tallaght and so many others across the country that so badly need us to listen to them. We 
are calling on the government not to allow this to happen.  


