Chapter 1 – Introduction

1.1 Introduction
This study investigates the question: “Substance misuse among young adults in Wales: What are the key barriers and opportunities for enhancing police responses?” Grounded in current debates around prevention and harm reduction, the research aims to generate insights that can inform more responsive and community-relevant policing strategies and interventions. Substance misuse among young adults in Wales presents a complex challenge that intersects public health, social inequality, and criminal justice (Public Health Wales, 2025). This topic was selected due to its significance in shaping policing strategies that can either reduce or unintentionally intensify the harms associated with substance misuse. Although young people are among the most affected by substance misuse, traditional policing methods frequently fall short in meeting their needs. This positions police at the intersection of public safety and health, where their role remains both essential and debated (UK Parliament, 2024).
Despite long-term declines in drug use among 16-24-year-olds, recent data shows that approximately 971,000 young people in England and Wales reported using a controlled drug in the past year, with fluctuating trends in substances like ketamine, cannabis, and MDMA (ACMD, 2025). In Wales, young people affected by substance misuse often face hidden harms, ranging from mental health issues and exploitation to contact with the criminal justice system (Welsh Government, 2024). The Welsh Government’s Substance Misuse Treatment Framework highlights the need for integrated, trauma-informed approaches that include police as key partners in prevention and intervention efforts. South Wales Police’s Harm Reduction Strategy (2022–2025) further emphasises the urgency of early intervention and collaborative responses to reduce the impact of drugs on communities (South Wales Police, 2022). 
This topic is particularly relevant given ongoing policy shifts in Wales and the UK toward harm reduction, diversion schemes, and multi-agency collaboration (Welsh Government, 2025). Recent debates around drug decriminalisation, youth vulnerability, and the ethical limits signals the urgency of rethinking police engagement with substance misuse (UK Government, 2025). By exploring barriers and opportunities in police responses, this research aims to inform more effective and youth-sensitive strategies that align with both public safety and wellbeing goals.
1.2 Research focus
This research examines how police in Wales respond to substance misuse among young adults, with a particular emphasis on identifying barriers to effective intervention and opportunities for more health-oriented, community-sensitive approaches. It focuses on three interrelated areas: first, the policing strategies currently employed to prevent and respond to drug-related harms among young adults. Second, the operational and systemic challenges that police face in implementing these approaches. And third, how these strategies are perceived in terms of their effectiveness by communities and young people themselves. 
The study is situated within a broader policy landscape that includes the Welsh Government’s Substance Misuse Delivery Plan and South Wales Police’s Harm Reduction Strategy, both of which advocate for early intervention, trauma-informed practice, and multi-agency collaboration. However, tensions persist between sanction-based responses and emerging harm reduction frameworks, especially in communities experiencing disproportionate policing or systemic disadvantage. By critically examining these dimensions, the research aims to identify opportunities for enhancing police responses in ways that are evidence-based, youth-sensitive, and aligned with public health goals.
1.3 Overall research 
The research is guided by seven aims that together provide a comprehensive framework for analysis. First, it seeks to assess the prevalence and behavioural patterns of substance use among young people, drawing on statistical data and existing research to establish a grounded understanding of current trends. Second, it identifies and showcases preventative strategies and support resources available to young adults, including community-based and multi-agency interventions. Third, the research investigates how socioeconomic factors, such as deprivation, housing instability, and educational exclusion, shape substance use behaviours and related vulnerabilities. Fourth, it examines the effectiveness of harm reduction approaches within current policy and practice frameworks, including diversion schemes and trauma-informed policing. Fifth, it integrates quantitative and qualitative data to support a robust and evidence-based analysis. Sixth, the study evaluates police responses to substance misuse, with attention to evolving performance trends, strategic priorities, and community engagement. Finally, it explores how policing practices shape young adults’ perceptions of police legitimacy, trust, and engagement. Together, these aims provide a framework for assessing how policing strategies can evolve to better support harm reduction, equity, and community trust in the Welsh context.
Aims:
· Assess the prevalence and behavioural patterns of substance misuse among young adults in Wales.
· Identify and showcase preventative strategies and support resources.
· Investigate the influence of socioeconomic factors on substance use and related vulnerabilities.
· Examine the effectiveness of harm reduction approaches within current policy and practice frameworks.
· Integrate statistical data and research findings to ground the analysis.
· Evaluate police responses to substance misuse, with attention to performance evolving trends.
· Explore the operational challenges faced by police in addressing youth substance use.

Objectives:
1. To examine current policing strategies aimed at preventing and intervening in substance misuse among young people. 
2. To identify perceptions of the effectiveness of these strategies.
3. To identify the key challenges faced by police in implementing prevention and intervention efforts.

1.4 Research Methods
To explore public perceptions of substance misuse and policing, this study will adopt a quantitative research methodology using an online questionnaire. This method was selected for its efficiency in reaching a broad and diverse sample, and its capacity to generate structured, measurable data suitable for statistical analysis. Questions will be designed to capture perceptions of:
· The prevalence and impact of substance misuse in local communities
· The perceived role and effectiveness of police in addressing substance-related issues
· Attitudes toward harm reduction, prevention, and enforcement strategies

1.5 Conclusion
This study aims to analyse public perceptions of substance misuse and the role of policing in addressing it, with a particular focus on how these issues are understood within communities affected by drug-related harm. The central objective is to generate data that can inform more responsive, evidence-based policing strategies, especially in contexts where traditional policing approaches may fall short of meeting the needs of vulnerable populations, including young people.
By utilising a structured online questionnaire, the research captures quantifiable insights into:
· How substance misuse is perceived in local communities
· Public attitudes toward police involvement in prevention, enforcement, and harm reduction
· The extent to which current policing approaches are viewed as effective, ethical, and aligned with public health goals
This study is especially relevant to contemporary policing debates in Wales and the UK, where forces are increasingly expected to balance public safety with health-oriented interventions. Importantly, the research foregrounds public perspectives, providing a platform for voices that are often underrepresented in policing discourse. In doing so, it supports the development of more inclusive and legitimate policing practices that reflect the lived realities of those most affected by substance misuse.
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