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Release is the UK centre of expertise on drugs and drugs law and has provided free and confidential 
specialist advice to the public and professionals for 50 years. Release aims to raise awareness of how 
UK drug policy and legislation impacts on people who use drugs. Based on our clients’ experiences, 
the organisation advocates for changes to UK drug laws to bring about a fairer and evidence-based 
legal framework to manage drug use in our society. 
 
In accordance with the Human Rights Council’s Resolution 37/42,1 this contribution from Release 
feeds into the report of the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) on the 
implementation of the UNGASS Outcome Document entitled ‘Our joint commitment to effectively 
addressing and countering the world drug problem’.  
 
Chapter 1: Operational recommendations on demand reduction and related measures, including 
prevention and treatment, as well as other health-related issues 
 
The ‘Right to Health’i 
Since our submission to the Universal Periodic Review2, there have been substantial funding cuts to 
drug treatment3 and harm reduction services. Although there is only limited data on the extent of 
these cuts, available evidence shows that “drug misuse treatment” faced more reductions in funding 
than any other public health area in 2016/17 with a 14% reduction in funding between 2015/16 and 
2016/17 and that there are further cuts planned up to 2020-21.4  
 
At the same time drug-related deaths were at their highest since records began in every nation in the 
UK5 and these accounted for 31% of all drug-induced deaths recorded in Europe in 2015 – more than 
any other European country6.  
 
The Drug Strategy for 2017 recognises that opiate-related deaths – a majority of drug-related deaths 
– could be “prevented by the provision of naloxone” (which reverses the effects of opioid overdose) 
and recommends that “all local areas should have appropriate naloxone provision in place”.7 Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland have national naloxone programmes to reduce opioid-related overdose 
mortality.8 Despite calls for a national programme in England9, naloxone provision continues to be the 
responsibility of local authorities. Research undertaken by Release found that 91% (138) of 151 local 
authorities in England were providing THN in August 2017, but the amount given out is extremely 
limited (on average only 12 THN kits were given out for every 100 people using opiates nationally), it 
is not reaching target/high-risk groups (e.g. clients accessing NSPs, OST patients, 
family/friends/carers) in many areas and there are barriers in place to accessing the medication.10 

                                                           
i As enshrined in Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1966 
(‘ICESCR’) 
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It is not possible to assess NSP coverage in England, as it is the only UK nation that does not have 
“reliable data” on the number of syringes distributed.11 Failure to monitor NSP provision in England 
amounts to a violation of “the obligation to fulfil” the highest attainable standard of health.12 
 
While PWIDs can access NSPs in the community, this is not available to PWIDs in prisons. This is 
contrary to international minimum standards on the treatment of prisoners, and in particular, the 
principle of equivalence.13 The reasons previously given for limiting the principle of equivalence for 
PWIDs in UK prisons14 are not evidence-based15. In addition, PWIDs in prison are more vulnerable to 
BBV infection and other health harms than those in the community.16 As such, the failure to provide 
NSPs in UK prisons is a violation of the right to the highest attainable standard of health, and is in 
conflict with the right to life17, the right to be free from cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or 
punishment18, and the right of detainees to be treated with humanity19. 
 
There have been calls for the introduction of a drug consumption room (DCR) in Glasgow (following a 
localised HIV outbreak among PWIDs)20, the West Midlands21, North Wales22, and Thames Valley, 
among other areas. DCRs have also been recommended by the ACMD23, debated in parliament24, a 
bill has been put forward in Parliament25, and a motion agreed to by the Scottish Parliament26. 
However, the UK government has continued to ignore evidence and block the implementation of 
DCRs.27    
 
Through the services we provide at Release, we have continued to see punitive measures imposed on 
people engaged with drug services, such as: 

 ‘Therapeutic discharge’ where a client is suspended from a service for behavioural issues – 
often, these issues are very low level and can include simple disputes between the client and 
a member of staff – in many of these cases the client’s methadone prescription is also 
withdrawn, contrary to the national guidelines on OST28.  

 Coerced reduction of prescribed methadone and buprenorphine dosage.  

 Methadone prescriptions being made conditional on engagement with other interventions.  

 People being moved from weekly pick-up of methadone to daily supervision regardless of the 
circumstances and in contravention of NICE TA 11429. 

 Diamorphine prescriptions being discontinued for non-clinical reasons. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

SUBMISSION TO THE OFFICE OF THE HIGH COMMISSIONER FOR HUMAN RIGHTS ON ‘EFFECTIVELY 

ADDRESSING AND COUNTERING THE WORLD DRUG PROBLEM WITH REGARD TO HUMAN RIGHTS’ 

FROM RELEASE IN THE UK 

 

Page 3 of 8 
 

Chapter 3: Operational recommendations on supply reduction and related measures; effective law 
enforcement; responses to drug-related crime; and countering money-laundering and promoting 
judicial cooperation 
AND 
Chapter 4: Operational recommendations on cross-cutting issues: drugs and human rights, youth, 
children, women and communities 
 
The ‘Right to be Free from Discrimination’ii 
Women 
In the context of significant reductions in funding, many local authorities are commissioning 
integrated treatment systems, at the expense of specialist services, such as those for women. 
Reportedly “only around half of all local authority areas in England (n=74, 49.0%) and five unitary 
authorities in Wales (22.7% of all authorities in Wales) are home to localised support specifically for 
women experiencing substance use problems”, of which “a primary reported type of support was a 
women’s group within a generic substance misuse service (n=28, 33.7% of all substance misuse 
services identified)” mostly “run on a weekly basis for a couple of hours”.30 This is very concerning, 
given the barriers that women experience with accessing non-specialist (especially group-based) drug 
services.31  
 
Also that women who have children accessing drug treatment are at greater risk of being reported to 
social services. 
 
Levels of substance misuse among women in prison are consistently found to be higher than among 
men in prison.32 Take-home naloxone (THN) is available to women released from prisons in Scotland 
(with higher uptake reported among female prisoners)33, Wales34, and in Northern Ireland35. However, 
we are aware that NHS England recently audited THN provision in prisons; the audit found that none 
of the women’s prisons are making THN available to women released from their custody (with the 
exception of one mixed-gender prison in Peterborough), whereas this is being provided to men 
released from custody. However, the audit has not been published and Release is currently appealing 
a denied freedom of information request for this information. 
 
Race 
There were 303,228 stop and search incidents across England and Wales in 2016/17 and 62% 
(188,606) of these searches were for drugs. Evidence suggests that drug searches are overwhelmingly 

                                                           
ii As enshrined in Article 7 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948; Article 26 of the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 1966; the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination 1965; and, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women 1979 
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for cannabis possession.36 Black people were stopped and searched for drugs at a rate 9 times higher 
than their white counterparts, despite being estimated to use drugs (namely cannabis) at a far lesser 
rate.37 In a sample of stop and search records examined by the HMICFRS, searches of black people 
were less likely to result in drugs being found compared to those involving white people and other 
ethnic groups. This was consistently the case with the find rate for: drug searches overall (find rate: 
33 per cent white; 26 per cent black); suspicion of possession searches (find rate: 36 per cent white; 
30 per cent black); and searches based only on smell of cannabis (find rate: 37 per cent white; 29 per 
cent black).38 This suggests that the use of stop-search for drugs on black people may be based on 
weaker grounds for suspicion than its use on white people.  
 
This disproportionality is also evident in criminal justice outcomes for drug possession offences, with 
cannabis possession offences driving disproportionality. Compared to white people, black people 
were: 

 cautioned for drug possession at a rate 3 times higher (6 times for cannabis);  

 issued PNDs for cannabis possession at a rate 7 times higher; and 

 sentenced for drug possession offences at a rate 9 times higher (12 times cannabis).39 
 
The Lammy review also found that “black boys [are] more than ten times as likely than white boys to 
be arrested for drug offences” and “for every 100 white women handed custodial sentences at Crown 
Courts for drug offences, 227 black women were sentenced to custody. For black men, this figure is 
141 for every 100 white men.”40 
 
Social and economic rightsiii 

 Closure of, and eviction from homes where specified drug offences are alleged to have led to 
anti-social behaviour.41 

 Seizure of alleged proceeds of crime under the guise of disrupting supply chains, despite low 
value of assets. 

 
Right to Privacyiv 
Detaining and strip-searching people before arrest if the police have ‘reasonable suspicion’ that they 
are in possession of drugs – some strip-searches occur in a ‘designated area’, such as a tent or a police 
station that is no longer in use. The low threshold for initiating a strip search (i.e. if it is ‘necessary’) 
permits privacy violations, such as a recent case where a 13-year-old boy was stripped searched by 
four adult police officers without an ‘appropriate adult’ present.  
 

                                                           
iii Article 22 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948; Articles 6  and 7 of the International Covenant 
on Economic, Social & Cultural Rights, 196 
iv Article 12 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948 
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