Introduction

For years, police services and agencies around the world have struggled with the illegal use of controlled drugs. To address this issue for the benefit of the public's health, governments and their police services have been working to create new plans or improve those already in place. Public health, criminology, and sociology all frequently address the effects of drug usage on society as well as the policing of drug-related incidents. Governments have found an increased demand to address these issues. This is due to the increased production of drugs where for example in 2022, cocaine production reached a record-high, with an increase of 20% compared to 2021 (United Nations, 2024b).

Drug usage has an impact on several aspects of society, including public health and crime rates. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO) (WHO, 2024), misuse of drugs puts a significant strain on the healthcare system such as increasing demand where there are already struggles to meet this.

According to economic research, drug-related criminal behaviour costs governments billions per year in policing, legal systems, and criminal services. Drug use is also associated with increased rates of homelessness and unemployment, especially for those who have an ongoing addiction (McSweeney et al., 2008).

The common approach to drug policing is largely enforcement-focused, with the aim of criminalising possession and distribution. According to research, harsh sanctions normally don't work to cut down on drug use and can have unintended effects like increased rates of imprisonment and strained links between the community and police (Werb et al., 2011).

An alternative approach that promotes collaborations between local communities and the police to stop drug-related crimes is community policing (Engel et al., 2020). Instead of concentrating on harsh punishments, these approaches emphasise proactive strategies like outreach and education. In a comparable way, harm reduction policing which is an approach that brings together police work and public health tactics, has gained popularity in some areas with the aim of decreasing rather than removing the harmful impacts of drug use (Stevens, 2013).

Heroin use in particular in the United Kingdom remains a pressing public health and law enforcement concern. In urban regions like Swansea, the interplay between drug use, crime, and social deprivation presents complex challenges for policing. As drug markets evolve and public health concerns rise, law enforcement strategies have had to adapt from traditional corrective models toward more collaborative and health-oriented frameworks. This literature review critically examines recent academic studies, policy documents, and practical case studies to explore the effectiveness of heroin-related policing strategies in Swansea. It highlights both enforcement-based and public health-aligned approaches, aiming to identify the most effective strategies for reducing harm and improving community wellbeing and community trust in the police service.




Understanding the Heroin Landscape in Swansea


Swansea is emblematic of many urban areas in the United Kingdom where heroin use intersects with socio-economic disadvantage. According to The Guardian (2019), over half of drug-misuse deaths in the region involved opioids such as heroin, with poly-drug use adding complexity to any intervention efforts. The Centre for Social Justice (2023) notes a strong correlation between drug misuse and social deprivation, asserting that areas like Swansea require intricate and targeted responses.

This assertion is supported by government policy. The “Levelling Up the United Kingdom” white paper (UK Government, 2022) stresses the need to address health and economic inequalities, of which drug misuse is both a cause and a symptom. These socio-political factors underscore the need for multifaceted policing strategies.

The use of Heroin in Swansea remains a significant public health concern, with the city experiencing some of the highest rates of drug-related deaths in the United Kingdom. Swansea has consistently reported elevated rates of drug-related fatalities. Between the years of 2017 and 2019, the city recorded a drug death rate of 17.6 per 100,000 people, making it the highest in Wales and nearly double the rate from a decade earlier (GOV.UK, 2021). A report by Public Health Wales indicated that drug poisoning deaths in the region increased by almost 80% over the last decade, with Swansea and Neath Port Talbot among the most affected areas (Morris, 2019).
A study analysing opioid overdose deaths in Wales found that decedents were mostly male (73%) with an average age of 50 years old. Many were involved in unstable housing situations, with 47% living in non-secure housing or having no fixed abode at the time of their death. Fatal overdoses primarily occurred in private residences (62%) and were often linked to heroin use (Public Health Wales, 2023).



Traditional Policing Approaches

Enforcement-focused policing strategies have long been a main component of drug policing, particularly in efforts to disrupt supply chains and organised crime. Supporters of this style of policing argue that visible enforcement reassures the public and serves as a deterrent to criminal activity. Targeted policing operations, such as raids and surveillance, can temporarily disrupt drug markets, reduce street-level dealing, and remove dangerous individuals from communities (Boyd et al., 2022). In high-crime areas like parts of Swansea, this kind of intervention is often demanded by local residents who experience the negative consequences of drug trafficking, including violence and antisocial behaviour.
Furthermore, strategic enforcement can create useful intelligence for wider criminal investigations. Arrests for possession or small-scale dealing can also provide information on any larger networks and trafficking routes that may be present (UK Government, 2022).

On the other hand, critics argue that enforcement-centred strategies have significant limitations and unintended consequences. Firstly, the removal of one dealer or group often creates a ‘power vacuum’ which can lead to turf wars and increased violence, as new actors eagerly compete for control (LSE IDEAS, 2023). This cycle contributes to what some researchers call the ‘balloon effect’ which means by suppressing supply in one area merely shifts it elsewhere without addressing the root causes of drug use (Werb et al., 2011).
Furthermore, these strategies often fail to reduce drug demand or long-term availability. Research consistently shows that increased arrests do not correlate with reductions in heroin use at the population level (Stevens, 2013). Enforcement also disproportionately impacts marginalised groups, reinforcing systemic inequalities and over-criminalising people who are primarily in need of health and social services (Centre for Social Justice, 2023).
In Swansea itself, enforcement alone has shown a mix of results. While operations like Operation Medusa have produced immediate arrests and seizures, there is little evidence to suggest these efforts have curbed long-term heroin usage or reduced community harm (South Wales Police, 2024).

Another style of policing used to deal with drugs within the community is zero-tolerance policing. This particular strategy involves strict, non-negotiable responses to any drug-related offence, where they are often implemented with the goal of deterring drug use through harsh consequences. Supporters of this strategy argue that these policies simplify enforcement protocols, eliminate discretion that could lead to bias, and present a firm stance against criminal behaviour. In theory, according to McSweeney et al. (2008), a clear and consistent approach should discourage drug activity by increasing the perceived risk of arrest and punishment.
In areas with rampant open-air drug markets or visible drug paraphernalia, zero-tolerance policing can also serve an aesthetic or public reassurance function therefore improving public perceptions of safety and cleanliness in public spaces.

Despite these intentions, zero-tolerance strategies have come under extensive criticism. Research indicates they often lead to over-policing and mass imprisonment, particularly of low-level offenders and people who use drugs recreationally or are dependent on substances (Werb et al., 2011). This contributes to jail overcrowding and burdens the criminal justice system without effectively reducing demand or rates of drug use.
In Swansea, applying a zero-tolerance approach may worsen police-community relations, especially in communities that already feel they are under oversurveillance or neglected by public institutions. Critics argue that strict enforcement without access to treatment or support services criminalises vulnerability rather than addressing it (Centre for Social Justice, 2023).
Additionally, zero-tolerance policing can deter people from seeking help. Individuals using heroin may avoid health services or interactions with law enforcement out of fear of arrest, which can exacerbate public health risks such as overdose and the spread of infectious diseases (WHO, 2024).

While traditional policing approaches, particularly enforcement and zero-tolerance policing strategies, can deliver immediate results in terms of arrests and visibility, their long-term effectiveness in reducing heroin use and its associated harms is widely debated. Increasingly, scholars and policymakers advocate for a balanced approach that retains elements of enforcement but integrates them with public health and community support strategies.


Community Policing and Strategic Engagement

Community policing has become a key strategy in addressing complex social issues such as heroin use. It emphasises collaborative relationships between the police and the communities they serve, shifting the role of officers from reactive enforcers to proactive problem-solvers. In areas like Swansea, where heroin use is often linked with poverty, mental health issues, and social exclusion, community policing offers a way to build trust and provide more holistic, localised responses.
One of the core strengths of community policing is its ability to enhance trust between the police and marginalised communities. Research shows that when community members perceive police as approachable, fair, and empathetic, they are more likely to cooperate, report crimes, and engage with services (Bullock & Sindall, 2020). This trust is essential in the context of heroin use, where fear of stigma or criminalisation can prevent individuals from seeking help.
Community policing supports the co-production of safety, enabling residents, service providers, and the police to jointly identify and address the underlying causes of drug-related harm (Jackson et al., 2021). In Swansea, for example, local partnerships between South Wales Police and third-sector organisations have allowed for the development of initiatives tailored to specific neighbourhood needs, such as targeted outreach or education campaigns.
With community policing encouraging regular, informal interactions between the police and local residents, officers can also often intervene before problems begin to escalate. Officers trained in trauma-informed approaches and addiction awareness are more likely to divert individuals into treatment rather than the criminal justice system, reducing the cycle of arrest and relapse (Home Office, 2022).

On the other hand, some people will argue that there are issues with community policing. Implementing genuine community policing can be costly and time-consuming, due to it requiring significant investment in officer training, ongoing engagement, and multi-agency collaboration. Many police forces in the United Kingdom, including South Wales Police, operate under budget constraints, making it difficult to scale or sustain such initiatives (Centre for Social Justice, 2023). Without sufficient funding, community policing risks becoming more symbolic rather than effective.
Community policing can also suffer from definitional vagueness and inconsistent application across different areas. Without clear frameworks, evaluating the impact of community policing engagement on heroin use reduction becomes difficult (Bradford et al., 2022). This can lead to uneven service provision and confusion about responsibilities between the police and partner agencies.
Some critics warn that under the banner of ‘community engagement’, police presence may increase in vulnerable neighbourhoods, reinforcing surveillance rather than fostering trust (Bacon & Spicer, 2021). Especially in communities that already experience high levels of police scrutiny, increased interaction (however well-intentioned) can deepen mistrust and perpetuate feelings of being criminalised.


In Swansea, community policing has shown early promise, particularly when tied to partnership models that include social workers, health providers, and addiction specialists. However, success depends on maintaining long-term investment, officer training, and genuine collaboration with local residents. Evaluative frameworks must also be established to track outcomes such as reduced relapses, increased treatment uptake, and improved public perceptions of safety.




Evolving Approaches: Harm Reduction and Public Health-Integrated Policing

Emerging evidence supports a shift from purely punitive measures toward harm reduction approaches. Harm reduction policing aims to minimize the adverse health, social, and legal consequences associated with drug use rather than eliminating it outright (Stevens, 2013). This includes facilitating access to clean needles, naloxone distribution, and safe consumption spaces.

In Swansea, harm reduction has started gaining traction. According to the UK Government’s drug strategy (2022), there is growing encouragement for police services to partner with health agencies. For instance, drug intervention programs that combine law enforcement with healthcare referrals are showing positive outcomes, including reductions in overdose rates and reoffending.

One of the more innovative harm reduction strategies is Heroin-Assisted Treatment (HAT). This program involves the administration of medical-grade heroin to individuals for whom traditional substitution therapies have failed. Swansea University (2021) outlines the potential benefits of HAT, including reduced street-level crime and improved health outcomes. Although not widely available in Swansea, early pilots elsewhere in the United Kingdom (e.g., Glasgow and Middlesbrough) show promise. The effectiveness of such programmes depends on the extent of collaboration between police, health services, and community organisations.

However, in Swansea, to help combat the opioid crisis, initiatives like the distribution of Take-Home Naloxone (THN) have been implemented. Since July 2013, Take-Home Naloxone has been used in 3,675 opioid poisoning events across Wales, with a fatality rate of only 1.3% in these instances. In 2022-23, Take-Home Naloxone was administered in 303 events, resulting in just two deaths (0.7%).
Additionally, the UK Government launched Project ADDER in Swansea Bay, investing £1 million to integrate targeted policing with enhanced treatment and recovery services. This initiative aims to reduce drug-related crime and support individuals struggling with addiction.




Case Studies of Swansea Policing Interventions


Operation Medusa:

Operation Medusa is a pertinent case study which was launched in 2024 by South Wales Police. This operation targeted drug trafficking networks across Swansea and Neath Port Talbot, resulting in 24 arrests and the seizure of heroin, crack cocaine, weapons, and cash (South Wales Police, 2024). While this illustrates the efficacy of enforcement in disrupting supply chains, it also highlights the temporary nature of such wins unless complemented by support services.


Diversion Programs:

Diversion schemes have also emerged as a more humane and effective alternative to prosecution. These programs redirect individuals involved in low-level drug offences toward treatment and support. According to the Centre for Social Justice (2023), such programs can reduce reoffending and improve individual outcomes. In Swansea, early iterations of diversion have begun to show promise, although systematic evaluation is needed.




Learning from Other Jurisdictions

Looking outside of Swansea, other cities offer instructive examples. For instance, the decriminalisation and harm reduction models in Portugal have led to significant reductions in overdose deaths and HIV infections (European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2023). While direct transplantation may be unrealistic due to legal and cultural differences, elements of this model, such as non-criminal responses to possession, could be adapted.

In Vancouver, Canada, the integration of safe injection sites with policing has helped reduce overdose fatalities and increase referrals to treatment (Boyd et al., 2022). These examples demonstrate the potential of hybrid strategies that blend enforcement with robust public health infrastructure.




Challenges and Considerations

A major challenge in Swansea is resource limitation. Effective drug policy implementation, especially those involving multi-agency cooperation, require sustained investment. The Centre for Social Justice (2023) warns that underfunding not only limits programme outreach but can also demoralise frontline staff.

Evaluating the effectiveness of heroin-related policing strategies is inherently complex. Data such as arrest rates, overdose deaths, and community perceptions must be carefully interpreted. As The London School of Economics IDEAS (2023) argue, without robust data collection and outcome tracking, it becomes difficult to attribute changes in heroin use or related crime to specific policing strategies.




Conclusion and Recommendations

The heroin crisis in Swansea reflects broader national and global trends that intertwine health, socioeconomics, and criminal justice. Traditional enforcement-centric approaches, while necessary for targeting organised crime, offer limited long-term impact when used in isolation. The integration of harm reduction, community engagement, and diversion strategies represents a more balanced and humane approach.

This literature review emphasises the importance of collaborative, evidence-based practices. Future efforts should include:

· Expanding harm reduction facilities and Heroin-Assisted Treatment options.
· Embedding diversion schemes as standard practice across South Wales.
· Enhancing community policing capacity through training and funding.
· Investing in data systems for real-time monitoring and evaluation.
· Drawing on international models while tailoring strategies to Swansea’s unique context.


With continued innovation and inter-agency collaboration, heroin-related policing in Swansea can move from reactive enforcement to proactive, health-centred support.
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