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[bookmark: _Int_fXOMxetI]The UK has a continuously escalating drug crisis, that can be illuminated by statistics from the Office for National Statistics (2024) that show the 5,448 registered deaths by drug poisoning in 2023. Along with many similar reports, Duddy, Stiebahl, Gheera and Sutherland (2025) place emphasis on the record-breaking number of drug related deaths since records began, highlighting the devastating public health impact within the UK. The Office of National Statistics (2024) also stress that there is a large frequency of drug misuse in England and Wales, for example, they report that in 2021 alone 223,196 drug seizures took place. The number of seizures had been a 21% increase from the year before, making it the third consecutive annual increase. Next, the scale of drug misuse in England and Wales can be seen in Roberts and Richards (2023), who claim that England has now joined the list of countries facing an opioid epidemic; the authors assert that while opioid usage is much higher in countries like the USA, the highest consumption rate for 2019 was in the UK. Opioids, like many other substances, are often used in medicine, however, because of their powerful ‘reward pathways’ in the brain, are found to be used on the streets. A review paper by Karimi-Haghighi, Chavoshinezhad and Mozafari (2023), discusses how substances with higher reward pathways can produce feelings of pleasure, pain relief and a temporary escape from distress and reality. These are just some of the core drivers of recreational and problematic drug misuse that lead to addictive behaviours. The rise in active drug misuse underscores the urgent need for comprehensive prevention and harm reduction strategies, like improved access to treatment and stronger support systems for those affected by substance use disorders.
While analysing the causes of addiction,it is essential to explore behavioural and personality theories that can offer unique perspectives on the development and maintenance of addictive tendencies, (Lamb, Schindler and Pinkston, 2017). Among many theories is Ivan Pavlov’s classical conditioning theory and rational choice theory, each can provide valuable insights into the understanding of addiction through the lens of learned behaviour and decision-making processes. To begin, the classical conditioning theory suggests that addiction tends to develop as users form associations between drug use and their surrounding environment. Lamb, Schindler and Pinkston (2017), offer that the link between addiction and environmental cues lead to the triggering of cravings and/or relapses. Similarly, Smith (2021) puts forth that taking an addict out of their normal routine and surrounding breaks the link between environmental cues and triggers. This perspective displays the importance of addressing conditioned responses in addiction treatment by placing a focus on addressing, managing and avoiding potential triggers of addiction. In contrast, the rational choice theory views addiction to be the result of cost benefits meaning that individuals perceive there to be a larger number of benefits when using substances, rather than potential costs. According to Manuali (2024), this theory tends to propose that the initiation (or continuation) of substance use is linked to the benefits, i.e. stress relief or pleasure, that outweigh the costs, like health consequences and social stigma. Combined, both theories provide a comprehensive framework for understanding many complex factors that influence the development of drug dependency. 
Throughout the UK, policing agencies and third-party sectors are working alongside to place a focus on strategies aimed to dismantle county lines, while preparing for the safeguarding of exploited individuals. The Department of Health and Social Care (2024) share that the government has begun disrupting networks of organised crime, with a particular focus on the closure of a further 1,000 county line networks by the end of the current year, To achieve this, Project ADDER, a key initiative that is said to interject funding into ‘high impact’ areas will be used to enhance inter-agency cooperation and intelligence sharing, (Health and Department of Social Care, 2025). To examine the effectiveness of the law enforcement in the prevention of drug related crime, several strategies should be considered. The National Crime Agency (2025) informs that law enforcement agencies inital efforts focuses primarily on the disruption of drug supply, backed by £100million to target organised crime groups. Their success hinges on substantial outcomes of arrests, seizures and the disruption of networks. Likewise, Project ADDER success will be measured by how well partner agencies are able to work together to share information and effectively shut down drug trafficking operations. However, while this is a critical step, addressing the drug crisis in the UK also requires the investment of prevention programs that aim to reduce demand for drugs and support at-risk communities. Currently, the UK is responding to the drug crisis through a prolonged national strategy that places focus on prevention, treatment and disrupting supply, the Committe of Public Accounts (2024) states that over £900million has already been committed in the past three years to strengthen recovery and treatment services, break supply chains and advance a skilled workforce to deal with the growing numbers of patients. The 10-year plan hopes to drive drug use down and reduce the number of deaths by drug poisoning annually. The Department of Health and Social Care (2025) lists that the following are key actions being pursued by the government and policing agencies: boosting treatment and recovery, targeted prevention (such as early intervention for at-risk youths), enforcement and harm reduction and workforce development. While the government reports that progress is evident, the National Audit Office (2023) note the ongoing challenges faced from system coordination, prevention investment – which is evident is not enough, and issues of monitoring the outcomes. 
In addition to prevention efforts, an expansion of access to effective treatment and rehabilitation servies is vital for supporting individuals and their families that are already affected by drug addiction. The Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2024) confess that NHS and third sector organisations are overwhelmed, delivering the majority of treatment for both drug and alcohol treatment services nationwide. While reports from Public Health England (2017) praise the NHS for excelling in supporting those with complex needs, they condemn third sector organisations, who offer locally rooted and flexible services, for their lack of developed work force and quality of care despite nearly all of people leaving treatment successfully (both NHS and private) in 2023-2024. On a positive note, the waiting times for access have dropped dramatically, as the Department of Health (2017) expresses that 97% of individuals waiting for treatment were seen within a month. Because access to treatment services have been expanded, another crucial factor of addiction is being addressed. High rates of co-occurring mental ill health conditions have been linked to addiction because individuals suffering may turn to substance misuse as a way of coping with their symptoms or emotional distress, (Thornicroft, Drake, Gureje, Mueser and Szmukler, 2025).In addition to this, Popescu, Marian, Dragoi and Costea (2021) explain that in some cases, the use of substances as a coping mechanism leads to dependency, while certain mental illnesses can also alter brain chemistry to increase vulnerability to addiction. Integrating mental health and addiction intervention allows for better person-centred care to help individuals achieve better outcomes and long-term recovery, Public Health England (2017) proclaims that by tackling the complex interplay between mental health challenges and substance abuse, individuals would achieve a better outcome for long term recovery. Addressing mental health and experiences of adversity, especially in childhood, like neglect, abuse or growing up around others with substance abuse disorders, significantly increases the risk of developing addictions further down the line. Lander, Howsare and Byrne (2013) show that children exposed to multiple adverse childhood experiences are eleven times more likely to try ‘hard drugs’ like crack cocaine or heroin. 
To conclude, despite rising drug related harms and record numbers of deaths, the UK government is determined to reject calls for the decriminalisation of drug use, maintaining a criminal justice led approach, (UK Parliament, 2019). The current legislation the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 and recent government statements confirm that there will be no moving forward with decriminalisation, excluding cannabis. Countries such as Portugal and Switzerland have demonstrated that the decriminalisation model can be successful, paired with further investment in treatment, harm reduction and health led strategies, (Transform Drug Policy Foundation, 2021). Portugals experience, highlights a sustained reduction in infectious disease as well as mortality rates, remaining the lowest in Europe for more than two decades. These outcomes challenge fears that decriminalisation inevitably worsen health and safety. To address the UK drug crisis effectively, safe consumption rooms should be considered, along with drug checking services in high-risk areas for the purpose of decreasing mortality rates. Another recommendation is a shift to a public health ked strategy, much like Portugals that prioritises wider access to integrated treatment to effectively target addictions and mental health appropriately. The House of Commons Committees (2023) suggests the monitoring of effectiveness and prevention, making the data accessible to the public, letting communities understand what works and what needs to be done to see progress. Embracing these reforms could align the UK with the growing international consensus on the drug policy being a public health priority, shifting from a policing and punishment issue. This shift has the potential to reduce the demand for drugs, reduce drug crime, create a safe and compassionate community, and decrease the number of deaths by drug poisoning. 
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