Title: The Impact of Drug Misuse in Wales and its Health Interventions
Introduction
Drug misuse is a significant issue in the United Kingdom, affecting individuals, families, communities, and overstretched services. This essay will explore the prevalence of drug misuse in Wales and discuss the interventions implemented by the Health Board. Naloxone take-home programs and needle exchange programs will be the focus of the presentation. The term "drug misuse" refers to the possession or supply of drugs restricted by law as controlled substances (King, 2022). In 1971, the Misuse of Drugs Act was enacted criminalizing the possession and use of certain drugs. There are three classifications of drugs in this category: Class A, Class B, and Class C. Although drugs may fall into one of the Schedules for legitimate medicinal use, they may also be classified as the "other" category. In accordance with the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, morphine is classified as a Class A drug, but when lawfully supplied, it falls under the category of a Schedule 2 controlled substance (United Kingdom Government, 2024). 
Prevalence of Drug Misuse in Wales
There is a wide variation in the prevalence of drug use among communities and demographics, but overall, it indicates an upward trend which is concerning. The Government of the United Kingdom (2023) suggests that between April 2022 and March 2023, 290,635 adults consulted drug and alcohol services. In comparison to the previous year (290,215). This is a smaller increase than in previous years. The annual rate of drug-related deaths in England and Wales in 2020 was 79.5 deaths per million, a 60.9% increase over 2010 levels, and the highest rate since 1993 (Office for National Statistics, 2021). According to the United Kingdom's National Statistics Office (2023), in 2022, 4,907 deaths due to drug poisoning were recorded, equivalent to an average death rate of 84.4 deaths for every million people, which is similar to the figure recorded in 2021 (84.0 deaths per million, 4,859 deaths); death rates related to drug poisoning have increased each year since 2012. It is now easy to obtain drugs such as synthetic opioids known as Nitazenes (Houghton et al, 2021) as they are manufactured and do not need to be imported. Poor mental health has been linked to increase drug use leading to a drug misuse epidemic (Eastwood and Schlossenburg, 2023).
Health interventions
Recognising the severity of the problem, the Government has initiated various health interventions to tackle drug misuse. One of the most successful initiatives is the needle exchange program. Participants in needle exchange programs can exchange used needles for new ones in a safe and confidential environment. The most significant public health risk associated with injecting drug use remains the transmission of blood-borne viral infections HIV, hepatitis B, and hepatitis C, through the sharing of needles, syringes, and other injecting equipment. Drug users are encouraged to participate in this intervention to prevent the spread of blood-borne illnesses (Welsh Government, 2011). Public Health Wales (2023) explains needle exchange programs do not just offer these services, but also strive to reduce harm by providing advice, information, and referrals to other services, including sexual health clinics, and counselling. Additionally, the service encourages drug users to consider alternative methods of drug use, to avoid the risks associated with injecting drugs.
Public Health Wales (2022) advises there was a 27 percent decrease in the number of needle exchange services attendees in 2021-22 compared to 2019-20. The number of syringes distributed in Welsh services in 2021-22 was 1,751,650, representing a decrease of 8 percent over the previous year and the lowest number since the introduction of pharmacy services in 2014-15. Following the disruption of services during the pandemic, the initial decline has not been offset by an increase or return to previous levels. It was reported that 33% of people shared indirect injecting equipment such as spoons, filters, and water. 27% shared direct injecting equipment (needles and syringes) in 2021-22, an increase of 1 percent over the past five years. The importance of needle exchange programs is evident from this rise. The stigma associated with heroin use is one of the implications of needle exchange services. In their study, Sumnall et al. (2021) conclude that stigma reduction poses a major public health challenge since certain types of substance abuse are associated with substantial morbidity and mortality (National harm reduction coalition, 2020). Extreme stereotypes may lead to the dehumanization of the target community. In addition, needle exchange programs may also be viewed as encouraging or facilitating drug use (Clarke et al, 2016).
In addition to the needle exchange program, the Health Board has implemented a take-home Naloxone program. Naloxone is an opioid overdose reversal drug that can save lives when administered promptly. This program trains individuals who use drugs or know someone who does to administer naloxone in case of an overdose. By equipping individuals with this life-saving medication, the take-home naloxone program aims to reduce overdose deaths and improve drug users' overall health outcomes. In 2021, Naloxone was used in 288 overdose events in Wales, with only 3 deaths reported (Public health Wales, 2022). A study conducted by Spring, et al. (2022) found that Naloxone is available to all drug users receiving treatment in the United Kingdom. Recent contact with drug treatment professionals and needle exchange programs contributes to this. However, not all drug users receive treatment, so not all have access to naloxone. Additionally, not all drug users are aware of naloxone or have access to needle exchange programs (Sampson et al, 2024). This means that naloxone may not be available to some drug users who need it most.
Impact of Health Interventions
The implementation of health interventions, such as the needle exchange program and the take-home naloxone program, has had a significant impact on the health and well-being of drug users, their families and wider society (Harm Reduction, 2022). These initiatives have been recognized as effective harm reduction strategies, contributing to a reduction in blood-borne diseases, overdose deaths, and drug-related health issues (Recovery, 2024). To increase awareness and access to naloxone for drug users, it is crucial to implement comprehensive education campaigns targeting both drug users and the public. These campaigns should focus on raising awareness about naloxone's life-saving potential, its availability through needle exchange programs, and the importance of seeking help for substance abuse (Bayba, 2024). Additionally, it is essential to expand the reach of needle exchange programs and establish partnerships with community organizations to ensure that naloxone is readily accessible to all drug users, regardless of their engagement with treatment services.
Conclusion
In conclusion, drug misuse in Wales, the United Kingdom and the world is a continuing problem that affects individuals, families, communities, and overstretched services. The prevalence of drug misuse highlights the need for effective health interventions. The needle exchange program and the take-home naloxone program are two critical initiatives implemented by the Health Board to mitigate drug misuse and promote a healthier and safer environment for drug users. By implementing these interventions, the government is playing a crucial role in reducing drug-related harm and improving the health and well-being of drug users, their friends, families, and society.
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