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A response from Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland to the Department of Health, Social Services and Public Safety consultation on:

A New Strategic Direction for Alcohol and Drugs (2006 – 2011)

Introduction
The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has three full-time members of staff and others who volunteer. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. 

Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation, particularly as we have included in our membership, and other networks, organisations directly involved in alcohol/drug awareness programmes, the provision of services to those affected by alcohol/drug addiction or who work directly with children and young people. Evangelical Alliance participated in one of the general focus groups facilitated by Total Consulting in February. 
General points

Evangelical Alliance NI acknowledges the efforts of the Department to engage through the focus groups held during February and recognise the difficulties which arise in taking all these view points in to consideration.  We also appreciate the recognition by the Department that alcohol misuse is as serious an issue as drug misuse and welcome the attempt to address these two in parallel. 
Recently Evangelical Alliance NI responded to the Department of Social Development’s consultation on the reform of liquor licensing legislation in Northern Ireland. We regret to note that while one of the aims of this strategy is to ‘integrate those policies which contribute to the reduction of alcohol and drug-related harm in to all Government Department strategies’ there is almost no mention of the reform of liquor within this document. 

We would support those who call for a broadening of the definition of ‘drug misuse’ to include ‘volatile substance abuse’ and also misuse prescription drugs. 
We respond to this consultation in general terms and therefore will not address every  question specifically. 

Aim of NSD

· Is the overall aim of the NSD appropriate to the needs of Northern Ireland?

Yes, any reduction in the level of alcohol and drug-related harm will benefit Northern Ireland as a whole, most importantly within families and local communities but also economically.  
· Are the overarching long-term aims appropriate to deliver the overall aim of NSD?
Reducing the level, breadth and depth of alcohol and drug-related harm to users, their families and/or their carers and the wider community should also be combined with increased support for families, carers and the wider community. 

Pressure to conform knows no barriers, neither age nor gender, and therefore increasing awareness across the whole of society about the risks of alcohol misuse and illicit drug use is a key priority as the effects are also indiscriminate. 
Evangelical Alliance welcomes the aim to integrate policies which contribute to the reduction of alcohol and drug-related harm into all Government Department Strategies. However it is ironic that one Department (DSD) is planning to increase the length of time available for alcohol consumption in local pubs and clubs while another is seeking to find ways to reduce the level of alcohol related harm, including binge drinking, in Northern Ireland! Similarly there are synergies with the Sexual Health strategy as risk taking behaviour, particularly amongst young people is particularly prevalent under the influence of alcohol.
The attitudes and behaviours of young people are a particular concern. Enabling them to resist societal pressures to drink alcohol or use illicit drugs involves addressing a much wider mindset which is portrayed through television, magazines, pop culture, films, and the internet. A positive drug and alcohol free lifestyle should be promoted with children and young people given the skills to make those constructive choices. 
Reducing availability of illicit drugs in Northern Ireland requires a serious acknowledgement of the role of organised criminal gangs in the supply of such drugs. The Police Service in Northern Ireland (PSNI) will require significant support financially and through better enforcement of existing legislation, but also from leadership politically and within local communities. 
Indicators of Harm

· Are these indicators of harm appropriate to measure the extent to which the overall aim of reducing alcohol/drug harm has been met?
Many of the indicators suggested are ‘last resort’ in nature, for example hospital admissions and related deaths. Are there suitable ways to measure early indicators before situations become this serious?
Could consideration of hospital admissions also include those who come to Accident & Emergency Rooms? Many of those attending A & E are not subsequently admitted and so the true pressures on our hospital staff and resources are not realised. 

Values & Principles 

· Are the values and principles appropriate and can they be clearly understood?

Evangelical Alliance welcomes the recognition that the whole of society is affected by alcohol and drug misuse, and that there is a shared responsibility for dealing with this issue. 
As an organisation we affirm the value and dignity of every human being and believe that everyone should feel able to freely engage with services without feeling prejudiced, isolated, stereotyped or stigmatised. 
The Five Pillars
Prevention programmes should be aimed at all ages and not solely concerned with young people. Empowerment should be a key aspect of prevention – promoting a positive alcohol and drug free lifestyle to young and old. 
Greater linkages across agencies in terms of treatment and support are to be welcomed. The changes proposed the Review of Public Administration may go some way to working towards this. 

Tackling the role of organised criminal gangs in the supply of illicit drugs and the illegal supply of alcohol must be a major priority within the law and criminal justice pillar. 

Themes

Although the themes are clear there will be occasions when they overlap. For example a young person in a family might also have the role of carer. In Theme 2 perhaps special consideration could be given to older people who may become reliant on prescription drugs. 
Threads

The threads are comprehensive, acknowledging the wide range of people who find themselves dealing with the effects of drug and alcohol abuse and misuse through their employment, family circumstances or simply as a member of a local community.
Priorities

Identifying priorities is always difficult in a climate of competing resources. Evangelical Alliance welcomes the focus on young people within the priorities, particularly in the development of services and addressing under age drinking. 

It is also important that these priorities are not considered in isolation, either within the strategy or in relation to other Government initiatives. For example, addressing under age drinking links with the greater enforcement powers to be afforded to the PSNI under the liquor licensing review. There is also potential for a cross over between the promotion of good practice in respect of education and prevention programmes, addressing under-age drinking and addressing binge drinking. 

Reducing the illegal supply of alcohol should be a priority alongside reducing the availability of illicit drugs. 

Outcomes

16. Do the long term outcomes adequately reflect the aims of the Strategy?

Theme 1:

Suggested change to the first long term outcome:

All children and young people, with particular emphasis on those deemed at risk or vulnerable, are empowered to make positive drug and alcohol free lifestyle choices through access to appropriate and effective prevention and health promoting programmes and initiatives.
Theme 2:

Suggested change to first long term outcome:

The proportion of adult male and female drinkers who drink in a manner harmful to their own health and/or use illicit drugs with a subsequent negative impact on society is reduced. 
Equality

· Do you feel that the New Strategic Direction’s proposals are addressing adequately those categories of people within the remit of section 75?

Evangelical Alliance recognises that it is necessary to identify specific vulnerable groups to target resources and therefore we consider that the NSD proposals adequately address those categories of people within the remit of Section 75.
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