


‘This book is a timely and contemporary contribution to the highly 
dynamic and disputed area of drugs policing. It provides a much-needed 
examination of the conceptualizations and application of “harm reduction 
policing” as a distinct and alternative policing model. The contributions 
are an excellent collection of approaches, views, and theories to think about 
the current state and potential future of policing of drug use and markets’. 

Alissa Greer, Assistant Professor in Criminology, 
Simon Fraser University 

‘Everyone wants to minimize the harms of drugs and policing. But how? 
This book gives us answers. It is an outstanding contribution at the inter-
section of addiction research, drug studies, criminology, and criminal jus-
tice. It will appeal to people on the left, the right, and between’. 

Scott Jacques, Professor of Criminal Justice and 
Criminology, Georgia State University 

‘This extraordinary edited volume provides the most extensive collection 
of research on harm reduction policing to date. The book is well-written 
and leads the reader on a journey through some of the most important 
research on the topic. This book should be on the shelf of all academ-
ics, researchers, and practitioners interested in drugs policing, and is well 
suited for undergraduate and graduate coursework’. 

Aili Malm, Professor of Criminology and Criminal 
Justice, California State University 

‘This timely book makes a vital contribution to the drug policy litera-
ture by giving a comprehensive and detailed account of a burgeoning area 
of study: police-led changes to drug policy and practice. In the UK, the 
2011 Police Reform and Social Responsibility Act, which created ofces 
of Police and Crime Commissioners (PCCs), has aforded variation in local 
drug policing practice and enabled force areas to develop policing priori-
ties shaped by local needs and priorities. A key development has been the 
increasing use of diversionary methods by the police to channel drug users 
away from the criminal justice system and into forms of support. Although 
becoming more widespread, there is a limited evidence base as to how 
these strategies were formulated, how they have been implemented and 
the ways in which they have been evaluated. This book addresses this gap. 
In doing so, it expertly brings together key thinkers and doers in the feld. 
It advances knowledge by the array of contributors nationally and inter-
nationally as well as those working across research, policy and practice. It 
is edited by two important voices in the feld, both of whom make telling 
contributions to the work. It will be of interest for researchers and practi-
tioners in criminal justice, public health drug policy and beyond’. 

Mark Monaghan, Reader in Criminology and Social 
Policy, University of Loughborough 



‘Where drugs policing debates are flled with cliches from both libertar-
ians and warriors, this invaluable collection brings light rather than heat to 
the feld. Anyone with an interest in how the harms associated with drugs, 
with policy, and with law enforcement can be reduced and managed will 
beneft from reading the diverse and important analyses contained here. 
Cutting across disciplines and academic/practitioner divides, and with an 
international outlook, this book is required reading’. 

Karim Murji, Professor of Social Policy and 
Criminology, University of West London 

‘“Harm reduction policing” may sound to some like an oxymoron. This 
precious volume demonstrates – with fascinating case studies, provoca-
tive insights and creative theoretical formulations – not just the negative 
consequences of punitive drugs policing but also the ways in which “harm 
reduction” makes just as much sense for policing as it does for drug use’. 

Ethan Nadelmann, Founder and Former Executive 
Director (2000–2017) of the Drug Policy Alliance 

‘This book provides a comprehensive overview of what we have learned 
with harm reduction and a valuable guide to continue walking down the 
path created by the reforms to drug policies and policing in several coun-
tries around the world’. 

Eduardo Paes Machado, Professor of Sociology, 
Federal University of Bahia 

‘Drugs present a uniquely troubling challenge for the police. At one 
extreme, in the Philippines the police have carried out thousands of extra-
legal executions of drug dealers and users. At the other extreme, there are 
police forces in Western Europe and North America that see their primary 
role as helping persuade drug users to enter treatment. This entirely origi-
nal collection of essays is the frst efort to survey the many drug policing 
reform eforts that incorporate the insights of harm reduction that have 
been so infuential in other areas of drug policy. It will inform both poli-
cymakers and researchers’. 

Peter Reuter, Professor of Public Policy and 
Criminology, University of Maryland 

‘This outstanding edited collection brings together a rich array of mate-
rial on drugs policing. Absent hysterical hyperbole, chapter authors sum-
marise research and practice experience and consider how drugs policing 
could be reformed. The multidisciplinary and global contributions pro-
vide a comprehensive one-stop-shop for understanding the relationships 
between policy, police practices directed towards illicit drugs, and harm 
reduction. I can highly recommend this important volume to students, 



scholars, practitioners, and anyone interested in reconfguring drugs polic-
ing to reduce harms’. 

Alison Ritter AO, Professor and Director of the 
Drug Policy Modelling Program, University of New 

South Wales 

‘Bacon and Spicer have assembled an outstanding collection. The role of 
policing in drug control and in the enforcement of drug laws is surprisingly 
under-researched, despite its centrality to drug policy. By curating a set 
of contributions that are international in scope, empirically-oriented and 
theoretically-engaged, Bacon and Spicer have produced a book that will 
undoubtedly prove infuential, both intellectually and in terms of policy 
reform, for many years to come’. 

Toby Seddon, Professor of Social Science, UCL 

‘This collection is welcome for many reasons but not least are that it really 
understands the potential of a harm reduction perspective, it reminds us 
that “policing” should be fexible and enabling rather than discriminating 
and disabling, it contextualises drugs policing locally and globally – from 
the legacy of colonialism to the implications of digital markets, it provides 
evidence that policing the public should also be about the good health of 
the public, and fnally, it’s highly original and long overdue!’ 

Nigel South, Professor of Sociology, University of 
Essex 

‘Harm reduction policing is an idea whose time has come. In this fascinat-
ing book, Bacon and Spicer have brought together an impressive range of 
international contributors – with both research and practical expertise – to 
inform us of the latest thinking and evidence from the feld. This theoreti-
cally robust and empirically informed collection ofers new ways to reduce 
the harms done by both drugs and policing’. 

Alex Stevens, Professor in Criminal Justice, 
University of Kent 
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POLICING AND HARM REDUCTION 

The policing of drugs is an intriguing, complex, and contentious domain that 
brings into sharp focus the multifaceted nature of the police role and has far-
reaching consequences for health, crime, and justice. While research on drugs 
policing has historically been surprisingly sparse, fragmented, and underdevel-
oped, the feld has recently become a burgeoning area of academic study, infu-
enced by contemporary trends in policing practices, changes in drug policy, and 
wider social movements. This book makes a much-needed interdisciplinary and 
international contribution that engages with established and emerging areas of 
scholarship, advances cutting-edge debates, and sets an agenda for future direc-
tions in drugs policing. 

Drug Law Enforcement, Policing and Harm Reduction is the frst edited collection 
to devote its attention exclusively to drugs policing. It brings together a range of 
leading scholars to provide a deep and thorough account of the current state of 
knowledge. In addition to academic analysis, authors also include serving police 
ofcers and policymakers, who have infuenced how drugs policing is framed 
and carried out. Together, the contributors draw on a diverse set of empirical 
studies and theoretical perspectives, with the thread running throughout the 
book being the concept of harm reduction policing. With accounts from various 
countries, localities, and contexts, topics covered include the (in)efectiveness 
and (un)intended consequences of the ‘war on drugs’, attempts to reform drugs 
policing, and the role of partnerships and policy networks. The broader theme of 
inequality lies at the heart of this collection. 

An accessible and compelling read, this book will be of interest to academics 
and students of criminology, public health, and social policy, especially those 
researching policing, drug policy, and harm reduction. It also ofers valuable 
insights and practical guidance for professionals working in the drugs feld. 

Matthew Bacon is a Senior Lecturer in Criminology at the University of 
Shefeld. 

Jack Spicer is a Lecturer in Criminology at the University of Bath. 
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DRUG LAW ENFORCEMENT, 
POLICING AND HARM REDUCTION 

An introduction 

Matthew Bacon and Jack Spicer 

The seeds of this book were planted when we embarked on our respective 
doctoral projects. Empirically, both theses, and the monographs that followed 
(Bacon 2016; Spicer 2021), reported on our time spent in the feld observing 
drugs policing ‘in action’. As budding ethnographers, experiencing the realities 
of this intriguing, hidden world at frst hand deepened our understanding, honed 
our sense of purpose, and was perhaps the most ‘fun’ part of the research process. 
But, as part of these projects, we also immersed ourselves in the existing litera-
ture and read what others had to say on the matter. Among other things, review-
ing this body of work led us to two broad observations, each revolving around a 
paradoxical core. The frst was that, while undoubtedly some ‘classic’ texts have 
been published in decades past – or at least publications that have been hugely 
infuential on our own academic journeys, such as Peter Manning’s (2004) The 
Narcs’ Game, Nicholas Dorn and Nigel South’s (1990) article ‘Drug markets and 
law enforcement’, Mike Collison’s (1995) Police, Drugs and Community, and Lisa 
Maher and David Dixon’s (1999) work on ‘Policing and public health’ – schol-
arship with drugs policing as its dedicated, primary focus is surprisingly light. 
This is especially so given the centrality of policing in drug policy debates; the 
fact that drug law enforcement receives the largest share of government spend-
ing on drugs; the considerable amount of time taken up by drug problems in 
the working lives of many police ofcers; and its wider cultural standing. The 
second observation was that, while a number of insightful concepts and theo-
ries have been put forward to help make sense of the complex, contradictory, 
and controversial nature of drugs policing, attempts at theoretical development 
and advancement through empirical exploration have been rather sporadic and 
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disjointed. As a result, the area remains underdeveloped. This book seeks to 
remedy this situation. In doing so, we have endeavoured to produce a text that 
we wish had been available to us when we were attempting to assimilate all that 
had been written on the subject a few years ago. 

Aims and approach 

This edited collection is the frst of its kind on this important and now burgeon-
ing feld of study. Demonstrating the status of drugs policing as a growth area of 
scholarly interest, recent years have seen the publication of two special issues of 
journals that broadly focus on the subjects of policing and drug policy. In 2016, 
Eduardo Paes-Machado and Christopher Birkbeck brought together a range of 
international perspectives on the policing of drug markets for Police Practice and 
Research. The articles examine the tensions, conficts, and prospects of change 
in various countries and regions of the world (see Paes-Machado and Birkbeck 
2016). The following year, Alison Ritter and Alex Stevens guest edited a special 
issue of the International Journal of Drug Policy, with the aim of improving knowl-
edge on law enforcement in drug policy through a mixture of original articles 
and commentaries (see Ritter and Stevens 2017). Our goal with this book is to 
continue this momentum. It brings together a range of leading scholars, some 
of whom contributed to the above-mentioned special issues. Importantly, it also 
boasts valuable insights from experienced practitioners, including serving police 
ofcers and those who have sat around the policy table. Combined, the academic 
and ‘pracademic’ contributions that comprise this book make a much-needed 
interdisciplinary and international contribution that engages with established 
and emerging areas of scholarship, advances cutting-edge debates, and sets an 
agenda for future directions in drugs policing. 

As we will go on to outline in more detail below, the individual chapters that 
comprise the content of this book are diverse and eclectic. Utilising a variety of 
methodological approaches, analysing various data, and adopting a number of 
theoretical standpoints, the authors focus on a range of issues and contexts specif-
ically relevant to drugs policing. This includes responses to specifc drug market 
issues, such as ‘county lines’ supply, drug trafcking in transit countries, and the 
‘dark web’; situating drugs policing within wider social contexts, such as calls for 
defunding the police; and the (in)formal ways and means in which drugs policing 
operates, including various attempts at diversion. The central thread that con-
nects the chapters is the concept of ‘harm reduction policing’. Despite being well 
established in the drugs feld more broadly, ideas surrounding ‘harm reduction’ 
are relatively new to drugs policing and are receiving increasing attention in the 
drug policy and policing literature (Bacon 2016, 2022; Beckett 2016; Caulkins 
and Reuter 2009; Kammersgaard 2019; Perrone et al. 2022; Shiner 2016; Spicer 
2021; Stevens 2013). At its core, harm reduction policing involves the adoption 
of evidence-based policies and practices which aim to reduce the adverse health, 
social, and economic consequences associated with drug use, drug markets, and 
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eforts to control them through the criminal justice system. It sits in opposition 
to ‘drug war’-style forms of policing that follow the logic of prohibition in pur-
suing blunt, punitive interventions that can be not only inefective in their stated 
aims of reducing production, supply, and use, but often counterproductive in 
their wider outcomes. The harmful impact of criminalisation on violence, secu-
rity, civil liberties, human rights, police legitimacy, public health, and social 
inequality has been extensively documented throughout the world (Rolles et al. 
2016). Yet, harm reduction policing is not dogmatic or necessarily demanding 
of root and branch reform. As a perspective, or model, it allows for pragmatism 
and highlights the potential for positive change and progressive development to 
be achieved within the confnes of the current policy context. In other words, 
harm reduction policing provides a way to end the stalemate and bring about 
meaningful reform. 

From the outset, we think it is necessary to address a common issue with ter-
minology and distinguish between ‘drugs policing’ and ‘drug law enforcement’ 
– hence the title of the book. Drugs policing is sometimes treated as if it were 
synonymous with drug law enforcement. This is inaccurate and problematic as 
it overlooks and undervalues the wider purpose of drugs policing. While there 
is a lack of consensus on how to defne ‘policing’ and the question of the police 
mission is recurring and contested, it is generally accepted in the feld of police 
studies that policing is much broader than the exercise of legal powers (Bowling 
et al. 2019; Loader 2020). Enforcement is certainly a core element of the police 
mandate. Policing, however, encompasses a host of social service functions and 
activities that are aimed at the promotion of order and assurances of safety. For 
us, drug law enforcement should be viewed as a means to an end rather than an 
end in itself. Drug laws are resources that can be enforced in order to achieve the 
goals of harm reduction policing. 

Contemporary issues 

With this in mind, there has arguably never been a more important time for 
harm reduction policing to come to the fore as a theoretically robust and 
practically feasible model for organising how drugs policing is structured and 
undertaken. Across the world, we fnd ourselves in a precarious position where 
drug-related harms are at risk of intensifying beyond their already damaging 
levels. The World Drug Report (UNODC 2021) predicts that the number of 
people using drugs could rise by 11 per cent over the next decade, with as much 
as 40 per cent in Africa alone. It also highlights that more people are sufer-
ing from drug use disorders and losing their lives, with, for example, roughly 
50,000 people dying from opioid overdoses in the United States in 2019, more 
than double the 2010 fgure. The fallout from COVID-19, including increased 
unemployment and inequality, could well generate more problematic drug use 
and engagement with illicit markets. As the European Drug Report (EMCDDA 
2021) also documents, despite some minor disruption, restrictions associated 
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with the pandemic have not had any signifcant impact on production or sup-
ply, with the market rapidly adapting to changing environments and circum-
stances. In fact, there continues to be surges in the supply of many drugs, such 
as cocaine, with uncertainty around others. What impact the Taliban rule in 
Afghanistan will have on global heroin markets, for example, remains to be 
seen (Felbab-Brown 2021). 

Combined with other major trends, such as digital developments, globalisa-
tion, demographic shifts, migration, and climate change, it is unsurprising that 
the European Drug Report (EMCDDA 2021, p. 7) concludes that ‘both the drug 
market and patterns of drug use are becoming ever more dynamic, complex 
and globally connected’. Of course, simultaneously, policy responses are also 
being formulated to this context. A ‘quiet revolution’ (Eastwood et al. 2016) of 
progressive drug policy reform is visible in many countries, with decriminalisa-
tion becoming more popular and attempts at legalisation no longer only resid-
ing in the dreams of drug policy activists. Policing typically remains a central 
component of drug strategies throughout the world. But there are signs that the 
focus and nature of drugs policing are changing. The United Nations Ofce on 
Drugs and Crime (UNODC 2021) stress that tackling drug trafcking requires 
international cooperation and the transfer of best law enforcement practices. The 
increased number of people with drug use disorders, however, requires a mul-
tifactorial approach. Importantly, UNODC (2021, p. 48) state that ‘[p]rotecting 
the human rights of people who use drugs by treating them with dignity, remov-
ing stigma and providing equal access to health and social services need to be 
the underlying principles of all interventions relating to drug use’. Similarly, 
the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA 
2021) draws attention to the new EU drug strategy, which makes explicit that 
the response to drugs should be evidence based and judged on its impact on 
the health, safety, and well-being of citizens. In the United Kingdom, part of 
the government’s response to Dame Carol Black’s (2020) commissioned report 
into the state of the domestic drug market was to promote tough enforcement 
activities targeted at all levels of the supply chain and ‘meaningful consequences’ 
for people who use drugs (HM Government 2021). The second part of Black’s 
(2021) independent review focuses on prevention, treatment, and recovery. One 
of the many recommendations that has found its way into the government’s stra-
tegic approach is the promise to divert more drug-related ofenders to treatment 
instead of prison. What plays out in practice will be the focus of much attention 
for years to come. 

Chapter synopsis 

Harm reduction policing should be central to national and international debates 
about the future of drugs policing and the wider dynamics of drug policy reform 
playing out across the globe. Lessons can be learnt and evidence can be drawn 
upon to try to ensure that drugs policing actually reduces rather than exacerbates 
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drug harms. In various ways, the contributions in this book all seek to promote 
this goal. 

Key concepts, issues, and themes 

Chapter 1 sets the scene for the rest of the book by examining the origins, devel-
opment, and current standing of harm reduction policing. We synthesise the 
existing literature on the topic and ofer a detailed overview of developing trends 
and specifc examples from around the world. Our aim is to bring together this 
growing body of work for the frst time, conceptualise harm reduction policing 
as a distinct policing model, and provide a framework for future research. Key 
points of discussion include enforcement-led prohibition and its shortcomings, 
the emergence, evolution, and application of the notion of ‘harm reduction’ in 
drug policy and practice, and the meaning and types of ‘harm’. Drawing on 
the concepts of the ‘risk environment’ (Rhodes 2002) and ‘responsive regula-
tion’ (Braithwaite 2011), the chapter also considers theoretical tools that can be 
employed to inform harm reduction policing. To date, the application of harm 
reduction principles to drugs policing has only been realised to a limited extent 
in responses to drug use and markets. The chapter therefore concludes by con-
sidering the prospects of harm reduction policing, including the barriers and 
facilitators to its expansion. 

Harm reduction and harmful drugs policing 

The following section examines established drug law enforcement practices and 
considers the extent to which they reduce or result in harm. 

In Chapter 2, Charlie Lloyd presents the frst international literature review 
on the policing of drug possession. It focuses on three broad themes: (1) policy 
change, including the ‘Lambeth Experiment’, cannabis reclassifcation, diver-
sion, and order maintenance policing in New York; (2) the impacts of policing 
– both positive and negative, including consequences for police legitimacy, pat-
terns of drug use, and other social issues; and (3) variation in enforcement and the 
use of police discretion – the diferences between laws and policies ‘in the books’ 
and ‘in action’ on the streets. The chapter concludes that policing drug posses-
sion is doing more harm than good and highlights the need for new thinking and 
approaches. For Lloyd, by far the largest weight on the negative side of the scale 
is the gross over-representation of young black men among those stopped and 
searched on suspicion of possession. 

In Chapter 3, Benson Egwuonwu, Habib Kadiri, and Michael Shiner examine 
the role of drug law enforcement in the over-policing of black and minority eth-
nic communities in the United States and England and Wales. They demonstrate 
that drugs policing is a key driver of the problems underpinning recent calls to 
‘defund’ the police on both sides of the Atlantic, most notably racial discrimina-
tion, disparities, and disadvantages. This leads the authors to conclude that the 
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defunding agenda should be taken more seriously in the United Kingdom. In 
light of the failure of repeated reform eforts, however, as well as the likelihood 
that the police will adapt to budget cuts in ways that perpetuate existing prac-
tices, which is demonstrated through an analysis of policing under austerity, they 
argue for a broader focus on structural racism and institutional transformation. 
Drug reform, in particular the decriminalisation of drug possession, should be at 
the forefront of this process, alongside community investment, therapeutic inter-
ventions, employment programmes, and public health approaches to policing. 

Chapter 4 considers the nature and consequences of symbolic forms of drugs 
policing. Building on the framework originally presented in Coomber et al. 
(2019), Ross Coomber, Matthew Bacon, Jack Spicer, and Leah Moyle start by 
discussing further concepts that can advance theoretical perspectives on sym-
bolic policing, including Gofman’s (1959) concept of ‘performances’, Manning’s 
(1997) dramaturgical analysis of policing, and Loader’s (1997) work on ‘symbolic 
power’. The authors then draw on their respective empirical studies to illustrate 
how symbolic drugs policing operates in practice, from the perspectives of police 
ofcers and afected drug market actors. Attention is given to how specifc drugs 
policing activities such as crackdown operations, the execution of drug war-
rants, responding to new threats, and attempting to safeguard ‘vulnerable’ popu-
lations can be considered symbolic in terms of how they are performed and their 
outcomes. Recognising that symbolism is inescapable in how drugs policing is 
undertaken and represented, the chapter concludes by putting forward recom-
mendations for how the communications and signals sent out may be reconfg-
ured to help promote practices that align with harm reduction principles. 

Continuity, change, and the prospect of reform 

The next three chapters explore continuity, change, and the prospect of reform 
in drugs policing. 

In Chapter 5, James Martin, Ian Warren, and Monique Mann examine the 
ideological challenges and principal enforcement tactics associated with polic-
ing cryptomarkets. Focusing on legal developments in the United States and 
Australia, the authors draw on the concept of moral panic to help explain the 
constant expansion of state power into new and problematic territories. In par-
ticular, they demonstrate how permissive organised crime, conspiracy, and sur-
veillance laws provide the basis for sanctioning interventions that undermine 
human rights and civil liberties but do little to reduce the size of the market or 
the harms caused by illicit drug distribution on the dark web. The authors argue 
that the policing of cryptomarkets is a digital manifestation and expansion of the 
war on drugs that is strikingly similar in terms of its limited efectiveness and 
damaging impact. 

Although many parts of the world are experiencing shifts in rhetoric, dis-
course, and policy regarding the policing of drugs, Matthew Bishop and Dylan 
Kerrigan consider the difculties faced by many Caribbean states in moving 
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towards approaches based on harm reduction principles. Chapter 6 explores the 
distinctive nature of the ‘drug problem’ in the Caribbean in three main sec-
tions. First, the authors discuss how the barriers that exist refect both endur-
ing legacies of colonial brutality in which policing systems were established to 
maintain order in deeply racially stratifed societies and a post-independence 
settlement that coincided with intense anti-drug surveillance led by the United 
States. Second, they explain the changing geopolitical context since the dawn 
of independence, showing how Caribbean policing systems have evolved in tan-
dem with US-driven security interventions, entrenching structural dynamics 
which inhibit them from either emulating legal shifts elsewhere or developing 
more humane criminal justice systems. Third, they examine how the securitis-
ing, militarising, and privatising of ‘hard’ interventions on the basis of imported 
policing models that sit uneasily with local culture, in tandem with deteriorating 
public infrastructure for ‘soft’ policy geared towards social transformation, have 
exacerbated this picture, leading to sustained antagonism between police and 
marginalised populations. 

Chapter 7 illuminates aspects of the risk environment within which drugs are 
consumed and policed in Scotland, a country that is in urgent need of reform to 
reduce the negative health, social, and legal impacts of drug use, not least because 
drug-related deaths are at record levels. Maria Fotopoulou and Liz Aston start by 
critically analysing the policy environment. They explain how the 1971 Misuse 
of Drugs Act has created enabling conditions for criminal justice responses but 
impedes the establishment of harm reduction interventions, such as drug con-
sumption rooms. They also explain how, as a devolved administration, Scotland 
has its own drug strategy, which recognises drug use as a public health issue 
and aims to focus on a holistic, human rights-based approach to drug problems. 
The organisational policies of Police Scotland are also conducive to harm reduc-
tion policing. However, while the language of the police signals a progressive 
approach, the authors argue that there is a gap between policy and practice, 
which they demonstrate through their analysis of contemporary policing prac-
tices. They conclude with suggestions for fundamental shifts in the feld to move 
beyond the stalemate produced by heavily prohibitionist policies. 

Drug diversion schemes 

The next section of the book focuses on police-led diversion and includes studies 
of drug diversion schemes in England (Chapter 8), Denmark (Chapter 9), and 
the United States (Chapter 10). Diversion is a key element of the harm reduction 
agenda that has generated signifcant interest and is being increasingly employed 
internationally. These chapters examine diferent models of diversion and assess 
their aims, benefts, risks, and the challenges associated with implementation. 

In Chapter 8, Wojciech Spyt and Jason Kew examine the rationale for the 
development of two separate drug diversion pilots that have been implemented 
by Thames Valley Police, a regional police force operating in England and Wales. 
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Written by two serving police ofcers, this chapter ofers a unique and valuable 
insight into police decision-making processes and the various factors that are 
driving change in how the police deal with people who use drugs, including a 
greater emphasis on evidence-based policing amid record levels of illicit drug 
use, dependency, and drug-related deaths. It also provides a detailed overview 
of diferent models of diversion, a critique of deferred prosecution schemes, and 
an evaluation of the West Berkshire pre-arrest voluntary referral scheme pilot. 
The authors conclude that there is appetite within the police to treat drug use as 
a public health issue and that the trend towards diversion is likely to continue. 

In Chapter 9, Tobias Kammersgaard, Esben Houborg, Thomas Søgaard, and 
Sidsel Schrøder provide an account of the frst police-led diversion scheme in 
Denmark for young people caught in possession of illicit drugs. Based on survey, 
interview, and focus group data, the authors reveal that referral to treatment 
and social services was viewed by police ofcers as ‘another tool in the toolbox’ 
instead of an alternative to criminal sanctions. As a result, it is suggested that the 
diversion scheme is indicative of a new dual approach to policing youth drug use, 
which involves the use of traditional punitive deterrence in combination with 
demand or harm reduction measures. The authors also engage with the concept 
of ‘treatmentality’ ( Jöhncke 2009) to explain why even progressive forms of 
drugs policing might still maintain a range of problematic assumptions about 
drug use and the appropriateness of treatment interventions. 

In Chapter 10, Katherine Beckett, Monica Bell, and Forrest Stuart evaluate 
the current state of the drug war in the United States and describe the emergence 
and evolution of community-based alternative responses to drug use and drug 
markets. In particular, the authors account for the shift towards – and beyond 
– harm reduction policing that has taken place in Seattle, Washington. Their 
account starts with the adoption, benefts, and challenges of LEAD 1.0 (Law 
Enforcement Assisted Diversion), a pre-booking diversion scheme for people 
arrested on drug and prostitution charges. It continues by explaining how and 
why this framework was adapted – in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic 
– to become LEAD 2.0 (Let Everyone Advance with Dignity), in which police 
no longer serve as gatekeepers to services. Beckett et al. hope that this trend may 
help decentre the police and render extreme poverty, homelessness, and behav-
ioural health issues ‘unpoliceable’. 

Partnerships and policy networks 

In the fnal section, the chapters are concerned with partnerships and policy 
networks and illustrate how multiple sectors have come together to forge new 
directions in the policing of drug-related issues. 

Chapter 11 examines law enforcement and public health partnerships, draw-
ing on the development of a pre-booking diversion programme in Philadelphia. 
Evan Anderson and Ruth Shefner focus on the complexity and implementa-
tion challenges of aligning police and public health activities. They demonstrate 
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that diversion is not sufcient to improve individual and community health if 
the resources and services needed to satisfy unmet social and health needs are 
lacking. They also explain how diversion can perpetuate the medicalisation of 
drug use, homelessness, and other social distress, not only producing substantial 
incidental harm but also obscuring more efective upstream strategies for pro-
moting health. Accounting for local context, the authors contend, is essential to 
understanding the potential value and pitfalls of pre-booking programmes as a 
replacement for many current drugs policing practices. 

Chapter 12 presents a case study of how police and low-threshold social and 
harm reduction services went from being opponents to partners in a joint efort 
to reduce drug-related harm associated with an open drug scene in Copenhagen. 
Using the concept of ‘policy network’ (Carlsson 2000) and actor-network the-
ory (Latour 1993), Esben Houborg, Tobias Kammersgaard, and Thomas Søgaard 
explore the work that went into interesting and enrolling local actors into collec-
tive action. Aside from providing insights into the networking processes involved 
in the development of harm reduction policing, the authors also show how the 
scheme created new ways of working for the various actors involved and made 
new types of action possible. The chapter shows that there does not have to be a 
contradiction between policing and harm reduction, which has often been the 
case in this area of drug policy. 

Finally, Chapter 13 argues that, in England and Wales, directly elected police 
and crime commissioners (PCCs) have become ‘drug policy actors’ and ena-
blers of harm reduction through their convening power in policy networks. Meg 
Jones and Ben Twomey explore the PCC role in police governance and the jour-
ney to develop and deliver a harm reduction approach to drug policy in the West 
Midlands, where local initiatives include diversion, naloxone provision, heroin 
assisted treatment, drug safety testing, and drug consumption rooms. Drawing 
on their extensive experience working for PCCs and promoting harm reduction 
policing, the authors provide a rare account of the inner workings of the poli-
cymaking process and share their insights on how to overcome barriers to drug 
policy reform. They conclude by ofering practical guidance for policymakers, 
practitioners, and the general public on how to achieve change. 

Conclusion 

With all of its contributions combined, this edited collection augments and sig-
nifcantly advances drugs policing scholarship, representing a notable landmark 
in the emerging body of literature on harm reduction policing. In so doing, it 
also makes a valuable contribution to the broader but still relatively new feld of 
law enforcement and public health, which is fast fnding itself at the forefront of 
much policing research (Punch and James 2017; van Dijk and Crofts 2017; van 
Dijk et al. 2019). Collectively, the authors critically examine empirical fnd-
ings on drugs policing in various contexts; explore the conceptual and practi-
cal advantages, challenges, and risks of harm reduction approaches; and provide 
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fresh perspectives on drug policy debates by feshing out options for what can 
and should be done to reform the policing of drugs. Importantly, thinking 
critically about addressing inequality provides an overarching theme that lies at 
the heart of much of the discussion. In its traditional manifestations alongside 
broader policy regimes, drugs policing has often played a role in exacerbating 
inequality. But a central contention of this collection is that there is potential for 
progressive change. 

While covering a range of countries, localities, and contexts, inevitably this 
edited collection does not provide an exhaustive overview of drugs policing 
throughout the world. Nevertheless, several core messages span the chapters: 
(1) ‘drug war’-style forms of policing that follow the logic of prohibition in 
pursuing blunt, punitive interventions are generally both inefective and coun-
terproductive; (2) harm reduction policing provides a workable alternative that 
can reduce the adverse health, social, and economic consequences associated 
with drug use, drug markets, and eforts to control them through the crimi-
nal justice system; and (3) the path towards harm reduction policing is fragile, 
challenging to navigate, and almost insurmountable in some situations. With 
these as a starting point, there is undoubtedly a need for more research to be 
undertaken. Conceptually, there remains signifcant scope to develop our ideas, 
understandings, and explanations. The contributions of this book are largely 
concerned with policing people who use drugs and local drug distribution. 
More research is needed to explore harm reduction approaches to suppressing 
supply further up the chain and countering organised crime groups for whom 
drugs are one of a range of criminal activities. Empirically, as changes in the 
strategic direction of drugs policing continue and the contexts in which it 
operates shift, the need to gather and analyse data will be vital in continuing 
to improve our knowledge. Hopefully this book can play a part in this research 
agenda. As well as informing and giving critical insight into the present state 
of afairs, we hope it will inspire and guide the drugs policing scholarship of 
the future. 
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1 
HARM REDUCTION POLICING 

Conceptualisation and implementation 

Matthew Bacon and Jack Spicer 

Introduction 

Of all the features comprising the contemporary policing landscape, drugs is 
arguably one of the most intriguing, complicated, and contentious. It is a domain 
that brings into sharp focus the multifaceted nature of the police role in society, 
characterised by a miscellany of tasks, goal conficts, and policy trade-ofs. Under 
the drugs umbrella, those undertaking policing functions can be exposed to any-
thing from violent organised crime groups to drug overdose deaths. Drugs polic-
ing is undoubtedly faced with an ‘impossible mandate’ (Manning 1997). Central 
to this is how drugs cut across so many societal issues, presenting complex, 
compounding challenges that are intertwined with a range of wicked problems. 
Poverty, crime, addiction, inequality, homelessness, personal trauma, and mental 
health conditions are all regularly connected in various ways to the use, supply, 
and presence of drugs in communities. At the same time, while no drug use is 
entirely harmless, drugs are a source of pleasure for many and can often be used 
with minimal risk to both the user and the general public. Consequently, drugs 
and their control are bound up in thorny moral and politically charged debates 
that are difcult to reconcile. Policing is often caught up in this wrangling, being 
heavily disparaged by some, while ‘fetishised’ by others (Bowling et al. 2019). 

Aligning with the ideologies and institutions of the global prohibition regime, 
drugs policing is frmly centred on law enforcement and punitive interventions. 
The core aim has long been to reduce – or even eliminate – the production, sup-
ply, and use of controlled substances through deterrence and criminal sanctions 
(MacCoun and Reuter 2001). This rather myopic view has tended to obscure the 
wider purpose that drugs policing could be oriented around and the harm reduc-
tion functions that the police could potentially achieve. While undoubtedly 
sometimes distorted, exaggerated, and misunderstood, drugs and their supply 
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are causal factors in a multitude of serious and ‘real’ harms. There are a variety of 
enforcement interventions that can efectively reduce drug crime and associated 
problems (see e.g. Mazerolle et al. 2007, 2020). But it should also be recognised 
that there are changes and reforms that can be made to policing to reduce or 
contribute to the reduction of a broader range of drug harms. 

There is emerging evidence that drugs policing is moving away from tra-
ditional enforcement interventions towards a greater focus on harm reduc-
tion (Bacon 2016; Beckett 2016; Cloud and Davis 2015; Kammersgaard 2019; 
Krupanski 2018; Monaghan and Bewley-Taylor 2013a; Perrone et al. 2022; 
Spicer 2021; Spooner et al. 2004; Stevens 2013; UKDPC 2009). For the purposes 
of this chapter, ‘harm reduction policing’ is broadly defned as policing meas-
ures that aim to reduce the adverse health, social, and economic consequences 
of drug use, drug markets and the eforts to control them through the criminal 
justice system. Signs of a shift are apparent in burgeoning police-led diversion 
schemes. Other indicators include the carrying of naloxone by frontline ofcers 
and police support for harm reduction services, such as needle exchange pro-
grammes, heroin-assisted treatment, drug consumption rooms, and drug safety 
testing. Indeed, many proponents of harm reduction increasingly identify the 
police as a key partner when it comes to implementing harm reduction pro-
grammes (Houborg et al., this volume). It therefore appears timely to provide 
clarity to this area by considering exactly what harm reduction policing is and 
how it works in practice. 

This chapter examines the origins, development, and current standing of 
harm reduction policing. It synthesises the extant literature on the topic and 
ofers a detailed overview of developing trends and specifc examples from across 
the globe. Our aim is to bring together this growing body of work coherently 
for the frst time, conceptualise harm reduction policing as a distinct policing 
model, and provide a framework for future research. While much of this research 
might – often quite rightly – be explicitly critical by drawing attention to the 
direct and indirect harms that drugs policing causes, we argue that there is also 
a need for a pragmatic focus on how it may be (re)confgured to reduce drug 
harms. The chapter begins by sketching out the wider drug policy context. It 
ofers an overview of enforcement-led prohibition and its shortcomings, before 
outlining the origins and development of the harm reduction movement that 
emerged in response. While by no means an exhaustive account, such context is 
important, especially for those who come to this topic from a policing standpoint 
and might not be overly conversant with the drugs feld. The chapter then turns 
its attention to the topic of harm reduction policing. It suggests that the under-
pinning ideas represent a continuation of themes visible in earlier drugs policing 
research, before going on to consider more contemporary conceptualisations and 
the types of drug harm with which this policing model is concerned. Drawing 
conceptually on the ideas of the ‘risk environment’ (Rhodes 2002) and ‘respon-
sive regulation’ (Braithwaite 2011), the chapter moves on to discuss theoretical 
tools that can be employed to inform harm reduction policing. We conclude by 


