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Introduction
Through the grants scheme entitled ‘Poverty, Drug Use and Policy - 
Developing Policy from Local Responses’, the Combat Poverty Agency 
supported seven local groups tackling drug-related issues in their areas 
through community development initiatives. The grant scheme was 
intended to enhance the contribution of local groups to policy-making on 
the drugs issue. The specific objective was to support work by local 
groups that:
• Enhanced the capacity and experience of groups to analyse, reflect 

and consider the policy implications of locally-based activity in 
response to the drugs issue.

• Identified a particular policy gap or gaps in relation to the drugs issue 
and developed strategic approaches to addressing these gaps.

• Developed links between local and regional/national policy-making 
processes.

Seven local projects were funded between 1997 and 1999. Projects 
received funding up to a maximum of £15,000 per annum and additional 
resources were made available for the support and evaluation of the 
scheme. The Combat Poverty Agency provided advice/support to projects 
and enabled groups to come together to discuss and share experiences. 
The average period of time over which project activities were supported 
was less than 18 months, and the total financial input (through the 
Combat Poverty Agency) amounted to just under £200,000.

Summary of Achievements

All organisations believed the grants scheme strengthened their capacity 
to understand and influence policy. Access to reliable information, 
professional research and ‘macro-level understanding’ were important aids 
to influencing policy.

There was a significant concentration on conducting research, developing 
proposals, disseminating results and lobbying. Because of important 
groundwork, participants only reached the final ‘influencing state’ towards 
the end of the scheme. Groups devoted a good deal of time to introducing 
and explaining policy to their own constituents, negotiating to secure 
consensus and promoting awareness of the need to link policy and 
practice. However, jointly developing positions, sharing ideas and exploring 
solutions were, in themselves, significant outcomes.

The involvement and ownership of policy development by a range of 
stakeholders strengthened individual groups and made agreed proposals 
more likely to be accepted by key policy-makers.



2 Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

2.1 Background to Poverty, Drug Use 
and Policy Grants Scheme

Drug Use Nationally and Locally

The 1980s and 1990s saw a great increase in drug use that had corrosive 
effects on individuals, on neighbourhoods and communities, and on society 
generally. The effects were particularly acute in disadvantaged areas.

A literature and policy review into the links between poverty and drug use, 
undertaken on behalf of Combat Poverty Agency, showed that:
• There was irrefutable evidence of the strong link between poverty and 

drug use.
• Dublin had the same number of drug users as other European cities, 

although this level of use was not acknowledged at the time.
• The majority of people treated for drug use were unemployed and had 

low education attainments.
• The age of those being treated was falling, i.e. younger people were 

using drugs.
• Opiates, and heroin in particular, were the drugs most associated with 

deprived areas.
• The level of heroin use was much greater in Dublin than in the rest of 

the country.
• Poverty and deprivation were more likely to encourage than discourage 

drug use.1

Community and Voluntary Sector

Communities, and voluntary and community groups within them, started 
to respond to the drug problem, especially in affected areas in Dublin. 
There was a marked increase in community-based drug intervention, 
highlighting the serious effects of drug use, confronting dealers, and

2 1 O’Higgins, Kathleen (June 1998) Review of Literature and Policy on the Links between Poverty and 
Drug Abuse, Combat Poverty Agency/ERSI, Dublin.



attempting to develop community-based responses for prevention and 
treatment. The work spanned a range of target groups, working methods 
and development themes.

Such work heightened awareness of the causes and consequences of drug 
use in disadvantaged areas and demonstrated the capacity of local groups 
to respond successfully to the challenges involved.

Accompanying this growth in local anti-drug activity, there had been an 
expansion in community-based development work throughout the country. 
This could be seen in actions from empowering individuals and enhancing 
community resources and infrastructure right through to influencing and 
participating in national and European Union policy-making.

Following the Ministerial Task Force on Measures to Reduce the Demand 
for Drugs, a National Drug Strategy team was established and Local Drugs 
Task Forces were set up in 12 areas of Dublin and one area of Cork.
These local task forces were structured to provide for six community 
representatives and for the involvement of local voluntary organisations. 
This reflected the importance attached to the participation of local 
communities in the development and delivery of local anti-drugs strategies.

2.2 Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

The Combat Poverty Agency Poverty, Drug Use and Policy Grants 
Scheme was developed, therefore, at a time when there was growing 
awareness of the scale of the drugs problem and the links between 
drug use and poverty.

Although national responses being developed emphasised the importance 
of developing initiatives within affected communities and of drawing on 
local experience in framing policy, there was still uncertainty as to how 
this should happen. It was hoped that the implementation of the grants 
scheme and the lessons it provided might give some insights and might 
also help in effectively planning for similar initiatives in the future.
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When considering applications for support under the scheme, priority was 
given to work that:
• clearly demonstrated the links between poverty and drug use;
• was based on an analysis of the situation within a local area;
• complemented local responses to drugs and built links with relevant 

groups and agencies;
• set the issue of drug use within the wider social and economic 

context;
• enhanced the organisation’s capacity to work at policy level;
• demonstrated new, innovative approaches that could be applied 

elsewhere and that would not ordinarily be funded by other agencies;
• was manageable, coherent and had clear, identifiable outcomes.

2.3 Lessons Learned and the Way 
Forward

The aim of the Poverty, Drug Use and Policy Grants Scheme was to 
support work that would:

• Enhance groups’ capacity to analyse the policy implications of their 
drug-related activity.

• Identify policy gaps and develop strategic approaches to filling these 
gaps.

• Link local work to regional and national policy-making processes.

The Need to Enhance Capacity of Local Groups to Analyse 
Policy Implications

There has been a significant enhancement of capacity among funded groups. 
Two crucial elements to success for all groups was having the space to 
consider policy, aside from everyday work demands, and the opportunity to 
meet other participating groups and exchange ideas and positions.

In the cases of DYSCS, AYCP and ARC, which had little prior experience of 
relating work to policy development, the projects reported increased 
confidence among staff and members on policy issues and, in two cases, 
among the groups' clients also. Staff, volunteers and clients became more 
involved in policy discussions and activities.



All projects increased their profiles. Participation in the scheme led 
directly to changes in the groups’ own operations, arising from greater 
appreciation of policy issues for the organisation’s effectiveness and 
development.

The four projects that had previous experience in influencing policy 
analysed particular areas of policy and developed insights and linkages as 
a result.

The Need for Local Groups to Identify Policy Gaps

All participants identified gaps in policy, varying according to the focus of 
the group. The overall theme to emerge was the interdependence and the 
links that existed between various policy areas, services and agencies.
The most pressing policy issues related to education and educational 
disadvantage for young people.

Specific proposals emerged on housing, education, childcare and law 
enforcement. These fed directly into strategic planning and decision
making at organisational level. However, further development and 
discussion are needed if they are to become agreed policy positions.

Both Athlone YCP and Merchant’s Quay joined the research project 
specifically to identify policy needs in certain areas. Merchant’s Quay 
developed practical, specific policy guidelines relating to eviction and 
estate management policy. Athlone YCP framed recommendations on 
health board policy and later negotiated and agreed them with the health 
board.

The Need for Local Groups to Develop Strategic Approaches

All groups translated the lessons of the grants scheme into guidelines for 
future action. The actions related to:
• continuing to develop its own capacity to consider and influence policy 

(for two groups);
• developing a strategic approach to wielding influence (two other 

groups);
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• completing an action plan based on specific policy gaps identified 
through the grants scheme (three final groups). Two of these groups 
have begun to implement the action plans. These mainly concern 
extending and deepening existing linkages and developing new 
linkages and structures.

Linking Local Work to Regional and National Policy-Making 
Processes

Overall, the grants scheme has created a momentum towards more formal 
and effective methods for enabling community groups contribute to policy
making. Participants became more convinced of the benefits of networking 
as a way of influencing policy.

Because of the short time-span of the projects and the low starting base 
of the groups involved, effective regional or national linkages could not be 
expected to develop before basic capacity-building and action planning 
were completed. Nevertheless, some solid foundations for linkages were 
made. These include:
• National media coverage for group activities achieved by groups 

launching their work findings and through coverage in Combat Poverty 
Agency's journal, Poverty Today.

• The involvement of national and local politicians.
• The emergence of models for consulting local community interests; for 

innovative ways for disseminating research results; and for ways of 
involving drug users themselves in debating policy.

In some cases, formal linkages were established between local work and 
policy-making processes, for example, those with the Midland Health 
Board and Dublin Corporation.

Projects also decided to organise a joint national conference to launch and 
discuss the results of their activities. The conference, held in February 
2000, provided a forum for groups that participated in the grants scheme 
and other groups working on drugs issues to discuss and share 
experiences. It provided an opportunity to review the work of the projects, 
enabled people comment on policy developments that emerged from the 
grant scheme and promoted the inclusion of local projects in initiatives to 
tackle the drug problem. The conference was extremely well attended by a 
broad mix of participants.

6



Steps Towards Linking Local Action to Policy-Making

A strategy is needed whereby decision-makers can be influenced and 
opportunities exploited. Specific training or capacity-building may be 
needed to equip organisations to carry through on such a strategy. Further 
supports will be needed to give groups the time, space and resources 
needed to examine policy issues, apart from daily work. Without such 
support, it is unlikely that participating groups could build on their 
progress to date in developing awareness and capacity to influence policy. 
With the right support, areas could be selected where immediate progress 
in influencing policy could be made.

2.4 Challenges and Lessons for 
Future Initiatives

Linking the causes and effects of drug use to a wider context of social 
exclusion opens up opportunities to explore the relevance of a lot of policy 
responses. However, community and voluntary groups need time and 
resources to develop coherent analyses and consistent positions on the 
many issues involved.

A full-time worker or dedicated role within an organisation to develop policy 
issues has been shown to be helpful. Because of heavy ongoing demands 
on time and resources, groups have great difficulty in making space to 
consider policy.

Differences in the length of time groups have been in existence, whether 
they are located in or outside Dublin, or whether or not they are within 
designated Local Drugs Task Force areas are important factors.
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Where To From Here?

It is important that current experience and achievements be built upon, 
especially as some projects have already reached the stage of 
implementing strategies for influencing policy. A further phase of 
development could allow for:

• Ensuring local groups are funded or supported to help them develop 
policy arising out of their own local experience.

• Ensuring the continuation of joint discussion and exchange, possibly 
through a national network. This could help bring less developed ideas 
and positions to a stage where strategic stances and methods could 
be agreed.

• Building this work into the programme of the National Drugs Strategy 
Team in a more structured way.

• Finding ways of formally linking these strands to national policy 
development (ensuring direct input from the experiences within 
communities to the review and development of national drugs 
strategy).

• Recognising the importance of commissioning research at local level 
and helping groups have the time to analyse and evaluate local 
experience to draw out policy recommendations.



3. Participating Projects

3.1 Addiction Response Crumlin 
(ARC)

Background

ARC is a community project established in June 1996 to develop and 
deliver locally-based support services to drug users and their families.

It worked with 280 local drug users at the time of the grants scheme. It 
was represented on the Local Drugs Task Force and many staff and 
management committee members had completed the Community Addiction 
Studies Course.

Activities and services

ARC'S services included:
• running a treatment clinic;
• a buddy system;
• a wide range of practical advice and help to individuals and families;
• outreach work to overcome loneliness, isolation and stigmatisation for 

drug users and their families;
• networking with other groups and interests;
• establishing support groups;
• building awareness about the need for a positive response to 

problems of drug use in Crumlin.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

The project aimed to increase its understanding of a broad range of issues 
connected with drug use, poverty and policy in order to develop more 
effective responses locally and contribute to national policy and practice.
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Project working method

ARC used formally commissioned research to increase its understanding
and influence on drugs policy.

Actions

ARC has:
• Completed a research and evaluation process, based on a 

comparative analysis of its own area within Dublin city and Ireland;
• conducted a survey of 91 clients who used its services in 1997;
• held in-depth consultations with current clients and staff;
• used research to get insight into the causes and effects of drug use 

locally;
• used evaluation to test the benefits of its work with users and their 

families. The evaluation confirmed that its activities were beneficial;
• circulated research and evaluation results locally, allowing for 

discussion of local and national policy implications;
• launched findings nationally and received national media coverage- 

this allowed for national and local discussion of the policy implications 
around education, childcare and housing policy;

• drawn policy implications from the research and evaluation process.

Achievements

• The research provided data for influencing and informing both external 
and internal policy.

• Internally, the group started to develop a ‘person-centred’ model for 
support work and a systematic plan for setting up effective staff 
supports.

• The research project helped increase clients’ self-confidence. They 
were involved in planning the launch of the research results. Now 
more clients are attending local network meetings and some are 
planning to set up a drug users’ forum.

• Staff and management have become more confident in debating policy 
and wielding influence.

• A research and evaluation culture has emerged in the organisation 
and it has become more professional in how it addresses policy 
issues.
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• Externally, research and analysis helped to develop a more strategic 
and proactive approach to influencing policy.

• Now ARC is working towards establishing a task force to address early 
school-leaving and related problems. Action on childcare, housing and 
overcrowding is also planned.

• The ability to produce useful, professionally executed research 
enhanced ARC'S credibility and helped reduce the culture of denial 
about drugs.

• The organisation is consulted now by politicians and asked to talk to 
students in local schools. More local chemists have also become 
involved.

• The work raised the project's profile and gave people confidence to 
take on broader issues in their community.

Lessons

ARC learned that a high quality, professional standard of research brought 
greater creditability to the group, both within its own client base and local 
area and externally, among policy-makers it sought to influence. It helped 
break down a culture of denial about drugs.

What helped the policy development process

Commissioning high-standard, professional research helped policy 
development in this case. It was also important that the researcher 
understood the environment and the organisational limitations under which 
the project operated.

What hindered the policy development process

A low level of community development locally and a tendency to deny the 
existence of the problem meant that many needs were not only unmet but 
even unrecognised. This added to the project’s own workload, made it 
more difficult to publicly address the drugs issue and meant ARC had to 
focus a lot of effort on establishing its services and credibility.2

Continual demand on the organisation to meet critical individual and family 
needs made it very difficult to make space to address issues at a 
strategic or broader level. There is a huge challenge in trying to involve

2 A Community Development Programme project has been set up since, which has helped addressed 
this problem.
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clients and their families in a meaningful way in developing the services or 
the wider project or in taking part in policy debate. However, the principles 
and methods of community development require such participation.

Policy Implications of Project Work

• Agencies need to adopt a more holistic and co-ordinated approach in 
response to the complex set of causes and consequences of drug 
use.

• There is an outstanding need to support the parenting role of drug 
users to help develop a more stable and structured environment for 
parents and to help children develop the skills necessary to deal with 
emotional and behavioural problems that have arisen.

• More effective support strategies for vulnerable families are needed. 
Drug use is a problem for the family and community as well as the 
individual.

• The persistence of inter-generational educational disadvantage in the 
ARC area has major policy implications for schools, education and 
training agents.

• There is a need to develop services and activities for disadvantaged 
youth.

• Gender-specific projects in drug treatment should cover both genders 
and reflect the overall gender proportion of the target group in 
question. There are twice as many men as women drug users in the 
ARC area. Male users are more likely to have dropped out of school 
and have no educational qualifications.

• ARC improved its services by adopting a systematically organised care 
plan for each client as a core working method.3

• Local groups need research and development funding and supports to 
ensure their experience can contribute to policy development.

12 3 Evaluation had already shown that ARC’S services were helping its clients and meeting a genuine 
community need.



3.2 Athlone Youth Community (AYCP) 
Project

Background

Athlone Youth Community Project (AYCP) was set up in 1992 with a 
commitment to "support and challenge young people as they strive to 
achieve their full potential". When it joined the Poverty, Drug Use and 
Policy Grants Scheme, it had three full-time staff and 11 Community 
Employment Scheme workers.

There was no Local Drugs Task Force but AYCP networked with local voluntary, 
community and statutory groups, and with youth volunteers. It already 
influenced policy through networking with the Midland Health Board.

Activities and services

Before joining the grants scheme, AYCP worked primarily on community- 
based capacity-building in five areas of Athlone through a range of 
activities including:
• peer education;
• participative youth development work;
• youth information and training;
• creative activities.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

The group aimed to increase its effectiveness in influencing health board 
and other agencies’ policies on issues of drugs and young people. It 
hoped to do this by:
• researching the causes and consequences of drug use among young 

people in the town;
• interpreting the results of the research;
• examining ways in which parents in the most affected communities 

could become involved in developing appropriate and effective local 
responses;

• developing policy responses in liaison with other interests.

13



Project working method

The group conducted research into drug use among young people in the 
town in partnership with other local organisations. It employed an 
additional part-time facilitator/researcher to carry out the work.
Appropriate policy responses were developed in liaison with the health 
board and other agencies and with parents. This was facilitated through an 
existing steering group, focus groups and workshops.
In order to achieve its aims of involving parents and influencing health 
board policy and responses, a good deal of time was spent in preliminary 
discussions with these interests. This delayed activity for several months 
but the group (and Combat Poverty Agency) agreed on the need to work 
closely with others responding to the drugs issue locally.

Actions

AYCP has:
• Completed the research and consultation process and produced a 

report of findings.
• Presented the research results to a discussion workshop for 30 local 

community groups and a number of statutory agencies.
• Held follow-up meetings to discuss the research implications with FAS, 

the health board, local authority personnel and a range of voluntary 
organisations. As a result of the research, the Midland Health Board 
hired a researcher to work with young people to identify their 
perceived needs for service responses. The results of this work 
informed the board’s plans for service development in its region.

• Models for responding to the policy implications of the research were 
discussed.

Achievements

• AYCP used formally commissioned research to increase policy 
understanding and influence.

• The most important achievement in the group’s eyes was the 
recognition achieved for the validity of youth development work.

• A multi-agency approach to drugs was promoted with links, in 
particular, with the health board and FAS.

14



• FAS appointed a new project worker to follow through on policy 
implications of the research.

• The group was involved in the inter-regional sectoral drugs committee;
• The group encouraged local authority involvement as a result of which 

the county council approved the post of a housing liaison officer for 
the area.

• An effective working relationship for ongoing policy development and 
review was established between the project and the health board.

• A task force was established to examine educational disadvantage 
and housing issues. Its members were drawn from the community, 
local councillors, Garda Sfochana and the health board.

• More people have been encouraged to access support and 
counselling.

Lessons

AYCP learned that:
• Influencing policy, even at local level, demanded a lot of time and 

patience. Even when solutions seemed obvious, consulting, 
negotiating and agreeing on these was a long process.

• It was important to keep in touch with local politicians and brief them 
on youth development and drugs issues and responses.

• The response of the contact person in a statutory agency could 
determine whether new ways of tackling issues were considered or 
adopted.

What helped the policy development process

An intensive, ongoing working relationship with the local steering/advisory 
committee, although time consuming, was essential in building up 
confidence.

Meetings among all seven participants were an important element of the 
scheme. They gave the Athlone project, located outside the designated 
drugs task force areas, the opportunity to discuss the drugs task forces 
and related initiatives and to consider appropriate alternatives for projects 
such as itself.

15
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The involvement of Combat Poverty Agency at an early stage of the project 
helped successfully facilitate an exchange of views with different 
perspectives and approaches.

What hindered the policy development process

Lack of access to resources was a major barrier to developing a longer- 
term strategy and a policy focus. Athlone is not a designated drugs task 
force area and did not have access to alternative funding available for 
border areas.

*

Athlone Youth Community Project felt that people in statutory agencies 
may feel threatened by discussions about policy and often may not be in a 
position to make decisions on behalf of their agency. It was also felt that 
the same person in an agency may have several roles or responsibilities 
or may chair different committees or boards. There may be an inherent 
conflict of interest or a fear that such might emerge if a policy issue were 
pursued too vigorously.

There was a tendency to pretend the drugs problem did not exist.
A conflict of interest may exist already between openly addressing the 
drugs issue in the area and campaigns to promote Athlone as a tourist 
destination.

Policy Implications of Project Work

• There is a strong relationship between economic disadvantage and 
drug use among young people in Athlone.

• There was no co-ordinated response on the part of voluntary and 
statutory agencies.

• More parent self-help groups are needed.
• Improved access to services and information is needed for parents, 

young people and drug users.
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3.3 Ballymun Community Action 
Programme (BCAP)

Background

Ballymun Community Action Programme (BCAP) was set up in 1989 as 
part of the Community Development Programme of the Department of 
Social, Community and Family Affairs. The underlying principle of the 
project was to foster collective action by local people in order to identify 
their needs and decide on the best solutions to their problems. It had 
three full-time staff and was represented on the Local Drugs Task Force at 
the time of the grants scheme. Through an evaluation of its activities, it 
had identified drug use as a serious local development challenge.

Activities and services

BCAP’s activities included:
• providing support to existing groups in the community;
• helping to establish new groups and activities locally;
• seeking to influence policy by highlighting the causes of social 

exclusion and drawing out lessons from local experience.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

The group aimed to create a strategy for influencing policy by translating 
lessons learned locally into policy responses. Through the project it sought 
to:
• Increase understanding of a broad range of issues associated with 

drug use, poverty and policy.
• Build a structured consultation process in its area.
• Help local groups reach a common position on drugs and related 

policy.
• Develop a model of good practice that would help local groups learn 

about and consider relevant policy issues.
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Project working method

A formal consultation process involving local groups and statutory 
agencies was set up to elicit community and service priorities in relation 
to policy and policy change. Based on this process, a set of agreed 
‘policy papers' was produced. These papers were to be used to help 
initiate an effective response to community-based drug addiction. The work 
was carried out in co-operation with the Local Drugs Task Force.

Actions

BCAP has:
• Employed a full-time drugs policy development worker with co-funding 

from the Local Drugs Task Force.
• Consulted with a wide range of local community, voluntary and 

statutory organisations.
• Conducted a questionnaire-based survey of 45 community and 

statutory bodies in Ballymun.
• Established a local strategy group including representation from the 

drugs task force and Ballymun Youth Action Programme (see below).
• Organised a seminar on social policy to increase understanding of 

policy issues and development, identify common concerns, and 
explore ways of influencing policy.4

• Held a follow-up seminar to feed back survey results to local groups 
and services.

• Established four policy working groups to develop policy positions on 
the following: treatment and rehabilitation; education; supply 
reduction; housing.

• Produced position papers based on working group's findings.
• Circulated papers to local groups, services and residents.
• Held ongoing consultation with the drugs task force on incorporating 

policy paper findings into the strategic plan for Ballymun.
• Drew up recommendations around the four themes, incorporating 

policy paper findings. As part of this, A Charter for Ballymun, dealing 
with housing, a Drugs Policy for Ballymun and an amended eviction 
notice were devised and produced (see policy implications below).

18 4 Held in October 1998, it was attended by over 60 people.



Achievements

• Many community and statutory groups became more aware of policy 
relating to drug use.

• Through better understanding of policy-making issues related to their 
activities, local groups grew more willing and confident to challenge 
policy.

• Common ground was built with other groups on many drug-related 
policies.

• A local drugs strategy group was established bringing together many 
local development groups and service-providers.

• Individual and group beliefs and attitudes were challenged in a 
constructive way; People in the consultation process were encouraged 
to discuss and offer alternatives in order to reach agreement.

• Agreed policy positions reached through the consultation process were 
incorporated into the strategic plan of the local drugs task force.

• BCAP staff played an active part in supporting the work of the 
research and consultation project.

• Much was learned from the consultation process itself and groups 
attempting similar initiatives in other areas have been able to learn 
from the implementation of the consultation process.

• BCAP plans to put greater emphasis on the policy dimension of its 
work in the future. After the research project, it engaged in a strategic 
planning process with a clear emphasis on influencing policy.

• The group plans to build into its work programme the task of 
co-ordinating the implementation of the policy paper recommendations.

• Discussion of policy-related issues has become an integral part of the 
agenda for local community and voluntary groups. Groups see clearly 
the need to influence policy and policy-makers.

Lessons

BCAP has learned:
• It is necessary to break down the "mystery that surrounds social 

policy and our ability to change it".
• Actions devoid of influencing policy can be short-sighted.
• To achieve a working consensus, policy development and influence 

needs to be negotiated and reiterated in an ongoing process.
• It is important to retain a longer-term vision while working on 

immediate objectives.
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• Groups need to be realistic about what can be achieved with existing 
resources and opportunities.

What helped the policy development process

The use of a wide-ranging, inclusive and facilitative consultation process 
helped develop policy. Groups in the consultation process needed to feel 
they had the time and space to develop their own understanding of policy 
and to change policy positions and papers as their understanding 
increased. Having a full-time worker to focus on policy, separate from 
routine activities, kept policy issues on the agenda. Creative, non
threatening ways of addressing issues, such as role play and drama, 
helped overcome apprehension and lack of confidence. Giving practical 
examples of how policy directly affected the lives of people and 
communities helped develop awareness of the importance of influencing 
policy.

What hindered the policy development process

Lack of knowledge and understanding among local groups of how policy is 
developed was a barrier.

Policy Implications of Project Work

• A policy to promote close co-operation between statutory and 
voluntary services in addressing the many socio-economic factors 
behind drug use is needed.

• A co-ordinated, community-based approach to treatment and 
rehabilitation is needed.

• Local schools and youth services need help to become more proactive 
in drug education and prevention.

• On supply reduction, a strong focus on the community as a resource 
in the fight against drug dealing is needed.

• Emphasis is needed also on co-operation between the Garda Siochana 
and the community.

• Changes are needed in local authority housing policy towards re
housing evicted tenants who have made ‘positive changes in their 
lives’.

• Legislative change is needed to implement this amended eviction 
policy (see above, Actions).
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3.4 Ballymun Youth Action Project 
(BYAP)

Background

Ballymun Youth Action Project (BYAP) was established 18 years ago 
with the overall aim of developing a community response to drug use.
It believes that the community is an appropriate environment for recovery 
from drug dependency and it stresses the active participation of local 
people, families and groups.

At the time of joining the Poverty, Drug Use and Policy Grants Scheme, the 
project had 15 full-time staff and was actively involved in the Local Drugs 
Task Force. It had influenced policy and decision-making by facilitating a 
range of research projects and using the results to inform policy.

Activities and Services

BYAP's activities included:
• developing local leadership;
• working with local groups and with people suffering from the effects of 

substance use;
• delivering information, advice and support services;
• training local people through a Community Addiction Studies Training 

Centre - from this it concluded that accreditation was needed for 
course participants and for drugs workers in the field (see below, Aims 
for participation);

• collaborating on the development of preventative services;
• facilitating a range of research projects;
• active networking with other drugs initiatives including the Local Drugs 

Task Force and the City Wide drugs campaign.

Aims for participation in Poverty; Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

BYAP believed the grants scheme would help it achieve the following aims:
• To develop its own capacity and that of the wider community to 

understand and influence policy that affected them.
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• To build on the achievements of the Community Addiction Studies 
Course (CASC).

• To lobby, in particular, for a change in policy towards the accreditation 
of local drugs activists and people who had completed the addiction 
studies course.

Project working method

The group worked with young local people to design and produce a video 
to explore policy issues associated with the development of Ballymun in 
the Sixties and to compare these with similar issues in the current 
redevelopment and regeneration of the area. The video linked the problem 
of drug use with the under-provision of services and facilities and 
highlighted the danger of repeating the same mistakes. The group 
consulted, liaised and built awareness as part of the production and 
research process.

Actions

BYAP has:
• Produced a video with young local people that explored the policies 

and decisions that contributed to the development of Ballymun. The 
video highlighted the need to prevent a repetition of original mistakes;

• Launched the video at a drugs awareness meeting and secured media 
coverage.

• Achieved NCVA 11-level accreditation for its community development 
courses. (At the video launch, local people who had been active on 
the drugs awareness campaign and on the Community Addiction 
Studies Course received certificates for their work from the Minister of 
State for Local Development.)

• The Addiction Studies Course was also adapted for use in Craigavon, 
Northern Ireland.

• Participated in the community consultation organised as part of 
Ballymun Community Action Programme’s research process (see 
above).
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Achievements

• By producing the video, BYAP involved young people in examining the 
history of their own community.

• In this way it encouraged them to relate it to current challenges for 
local development and policy.

• Through this process, it linked issues of local regeneration to future 
drug prevention.

• The group gained confidence through the recognition given to local 
people’s drug-related work.

• Greater confidence through recognition helped project staff and the 
community to take part in policy discussions.

Lessons

BYAP learned that:
• Increasing awareness among a wide range of involved groups was 

very important.
• By participating in the policy process, people and communities 

enhanced their effectiveness through understanding the policy context 
in which they worked and prioritising issues and activities with that in 
mind.

• Access to local knowledge and experience strengthened statutory 
policy responses by ensuring policies addressed the real problems on 
the ground.

What helped the policy development process

Securing the resources to pursue issues at a broader strategic level
helped policy development.

What hindered the policy development process

Lack of recognition given to community-based skills and experience was a
hindrance. There is a need to acknowledge and give accreditation for these.
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Policy Implications of Project Work

• Failure to adequately plan for community and youth development in 
the Ballymun regeneration programme risked repeating the original 
policy mistakes and problems. This is relevant for other area 
regeneration schemes.

• The importance of cross-fertilisation between groups and the need for 
groups to work together emerged from Ballymun Youth Action 
Programme’s work.
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3.5 Coalition of Communities Against 
Drugs (COCAD)

Background

Coalition of Communities Against Drugs (COCAD) was established to help 
reduce the use of drugs as far as possible by facilitating liaison and 
networking among communities affected by drugs. It stressed the 
importance of empowering communities that were excluded by networking, 
awareness-building and providing information. It had been in existence 18 
months before joining the Poverty, Drug Use and Policy Grants Scheme. At 
that time, it had 18 affiliated community-based committees in the Dublin 
area and a working relationship with the Local Drugs Task Force.

Activities and services

COCAD:
• worked to highlight the drugs issue;
• lobbied to influence policy.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme
COCAD wanted to inform and influence policy-makers and to do so, it sought 
to strengthen its capacity and that of its affiliated groups. To achieve this, it 
wanted to establish working groups, organise policy seminars and 
conferences, and produce internal bulletins and policy documents.

Project working method

COCAD employed a part-time support worker to facilitate its capacity
building activities, with support from the Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme. This was the first time it had employed staff.

Actions

COCAD has:
• Collected and catalogued information on the links between drugs, 

poverty and policy.
• Made this information available to affiliated groups.
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• Published and distributed material in its policy bulletin, entitled
The Drugs Agenda, as a means of promoting debate and awareness 
on policy issues.

• Highlighted the use of benzedine in its bulletin. This resulted in a 
response from the Department of Health and Children and the Eastern 
Health Board (now the Eastern Regional Health Authority).

• Organised a seminar on estate management that included 
contributions from the Department of the Environment and Local 
Government and the three Dublin local authorities.

• Drafted a number of submissions to government and statutory 
agencies, including a submission to the Drugs Court Working Group.

Achievements

• The group considered and then developed its own representative 
structures. Policy development now plays a central role in ongoing 
activity and features as a constant item on executive meeting 
agendas. COCAD gained greater legitimacy and effectiveness on 
policy-related issues, in particular through its policy bulletin and 
estate management seminar. By supplying more and better quality 
information, affiliated groups were made more aware of the 
importance of policy development and more confident in discussing it. 
COCAD was asked by opposition parties to make submissions on drug 
treatment and on the Drugs Court. By highlighting the use of 
benzedine (see above), it helped inform the Department of Health and 
Children and the Eastern Health Board. COCAD now plans to develop 
position papers on specific areas of policy and, based on this, to 
produce an updated policy document for its membership.

Lessons

COCAD learned that:
• Developing policy involved reading, studying and communicating 

information so as to interest other people.
• Agreeing a unified policy required a lot of discussion and reiteration;
• Policy issues associated with drug treatment were more complex than 

others and took longer to consider.
• There was a need to increase awareness, through education, among 

affiliated groups.
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What helped the policy development process

Involvement in the policy grants scheme enabled COCAD to see the 
broader picture. Having access to research results and information on the 
basic drugs agenda helped it understand the links between action and 
policy and enhanced its work in this area.

The increased flow of better quality information allowed affiliated groups 
contribute more confidently to policy discussions. Having links with other 
groups helped COCAD develop its analyses. By becoming better informed, the 
group was able to use existing access to policymakers more effectively.

What hindered the policy development process

The necessity to bring different people and groups along together in 
developing a unified policy means policy development took more time. Low 
education and literacy levels within communities can add to the time needed.

It also can take more time to develop policy on drug treatment because it 
is more complex. The time scale and resources associated with the 
scheme were limiting factors.5 The voluntary nature of the organisation, 
and the commitment of members to many other activities, restricted their 
ability to influence policy in a systematic and proactive way.

Within the Policy, Drug Use and Policy Grants Scheme, more use could 
have been made of exchanges between participating groups to discuss in 
depth the models and methods used by each organisation. In the future 
support for similar projects may be limited. As a result, there is a danger 
that groups may become funding-led or may change orientation to suit 
particular funding criteria.

Policy Implications of Project Work
• More research is needed on particular aspects of drug-related 

problems or to evaluate specific policies. The grants scheme gave 
COCAD the opportunity to do this.

• The grants illustrated the need for paid workers to develop policy and 
for funding for further research.

5 COCAD began later than most other projects. The part-time worker started in September 1998 and 
left at end October 1999, a working period of only 13 months.
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3.6 Drogheda Youth Sector Computer 
Scheme (DYSCS)

Background

Drogheda Youth Sector Computer Scheme (DYSCS) was set up in 
November 1997 with the broad aim of encouraging disadvantaged young 
people to fulfil their potential for growth through creating openings into 
education and employment. The project adopted a bottom-up approach 
from the start and young people were regularly consulted about the 
development of activities.

It had five full-time staff and was supported by FAS, the Youthreach 
programme and the ADM/CPA Programme for Peace and Reconciliation 
when it joined the grants scheme.

There was no Local Drugs Task Force in the area but the project had 
ongoing links with a range of local development organisations, including 
the local resource centre, Drogheda Youth Education Network and 
Drogheda Partnership.

The pattern of drug use in its area differed from that of Dublin and 
influencing policy on drugs was a new activity.

Activities and services

DYSCS worked to:
• open pathways into education and employment for disadvantaged 

young people by providing an interesting and creative environment 
using information and communication technologies.

• Establish a forum for local youth.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

DYSCS aimed to:
• Build its own capacity in terms of policy influence.
• Involve key identified policy stakeholders in its development activities.
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• Build understanding and awareness about the links between drugs, 
poverty and policy from the perspective of young people in particular.

Project working method

DYSCS consulted with its client groups on the issue of drug use and 
young people. The results were then disseminated and discussed with a 
range of local groups and individuals. It sought to develop a range of 
awareness and capacity-building measures. DYSCS also produced a drama 
performed by young people on the challenges that young people face 
about using drugs.

Actions

DYSCS has:
• Consulted with local young people on drug use.
• Introduced policy issues to young people through workshops and 

discussion groups (see below, What Hindered Progress).
• Produced a short drama about the challenges young people faced 

about drug use.6

Achievements

• The group started to consider policy issues for the first time and 
include them as part of it overall development.

• It considered the co-ordination of its activities in the light of policy 
needs.

• It conducted a review of its overall orientation at management 
committee level.

• To maximise internal effectiveness, it worked to develop a project 
strategy to which participants, staff and management could subscribe.

• It saw a need to build into its activity a continuous questioning 
process over its relationship with the voluntary and statutory sector, 
with other interests and activities locally, and about options for its 
long-term future.

• It started to consider the long-term mainstreaming of its project 
beyond current funding commitments.

• It became actively involved in two policy fora in its area. This helped 
achieve its aim (see above) of involving policy-makers in its activities.

6 This was performed by young people in the Droichead Arts Centre. The project plans to bring the 
drama into local schools.
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Lessons

DYSCS learned that.
• It was vital to address broader, policy-related questions.
• Specific responsibility for policy and strategic intervention needed to 

be delegated to one person within the organisation.
• It was difficult to introduce policy issues to young people. Using 

workshops and discussion groups did not succeed.
• It took a long time to get young people interested in addressing policy 

issues yet the group must operate in an inclusive way and bring them 
along with it. This is a very slow process.

• Groups needed to be more innovative in the methods they used to 
maintain the interest of young people.

• Being effective on external policy was strongly related to being 
effective internally.

• It was important to pitch targets at realistic and achievable levels.
• Aiming for small change in the way things were done, rather than 

concentrating on higher-level policy aims, could prove to young people 
that it was worth the effort.

What helped the policy development process

Participation in the grants scheme gave DYSCS the freedom to explore 
broader policy issues and to help young people express their own 
experiences in a new way.
The group benefited also from access to resources and to contacts with 
other initiatives through its border location and the ADM/CPA Programme 
for Peace and Reconciliation. These helped the group experiment and 
learn a great deal. Being seen as a youth development group rather than a 
‘drugs project’ helped the group to be more effective on the drugs issue.

What hindered the policy development process

Introducing policy issues to young people was difficult. Fear about whether 
the group knew enough about drugs to influence policymaking was another 
barrier to developing a policy agenda. It was thought that the community 
development approach to youth work may not be taken seriously by policy
makers. It was felt also that there was a lack of understanding about 
youth issues locally. Within the local policy environment, the same people
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tended to be on many different committees. This could create confusion 
over the agenda for different agencies and programmes. Officials may be 
protective of their positions and unwilling to try new ways of doing things.
It may be difficult to make policy-makers listen. There was a feeling that 
the vulnerability of its young clients and the need to respond continually to 
personal crises made it difficult for the group to address strategic or 
policy-related issues.

Policy Implications of Project Work

• Drug use among young people is greater than is recognised by local 
policy-makers.

• There is a strong link between early school-leaving and drug use.
• Placing anti-drugs activity within a broader youth development context, 

rather than as a drugs issue alone, creates more confidence among 
young people and makes the group’s drug activity more effective.

• The bottom-up approach requires that young people be included in 
considering policy and strategic issues but that this takes a long time 
to do.

• There is concern that resources may not be targeted or focused on 
the greatest need.
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3.7 Merchant’s Quay Project (MQP)
Background

The Merchant’s Quay Project was established In 1989 as part of the 
Franciscan Social Justice Initiative. It had a strong ethic of responding in a 
constructive way to those seeking help while challenging the structures 
that perpetuate poverty and social exclusion. At time of participating in the 
grants scheme, it had 25 full-time and over 40 part-time staff. It was 
active on the Dublin Homeless Initiative. It had experience, through its 
affiliated Justice Office, of reflecting on social policy issues, producing 
discussion papers and developing strategic viewpoints.

Activities and Services

Merchant’s Quay Project activities included:
• Delivery of locally-based support services to drug users and their 

families in Dublin’s south inner city, with a particular focus on 
accommodation problems.

• Operating a contact centre for drug users and their families.
• Providing the following services: 

health promotion unit;
needle exchange programme; 
stabilisation programme;
residential programme including a re-entry house; 
drugs awareness programme.

Aims for participation in Poverty, Drug Use and Policy 
Grants Scheme

Merchant’s Quay Project aimed to:
• Investigate in detail the links between homelessness and drug use.
• Make community leaders, activists and national decision-makers 

aware of the policy implications of these links.
• Disseminate research results in a systematic way so as to influence 

key policy-makers.
• Develop a set of guidelines for local authorities as an alternative to 

eviction of drug-using tenants.
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Project working method

Merchant’s Quay Project commissioned research on the links between
homelessness and drug use. It used the research results to draw up a
programme of policy influence relating to homelessness and drug use.
It also initiated training to enhance policy development.

Actions

Merchants Quay has:
• Researched the link between drug use and homelessness based on 

the experiences of 190 of its clients.
• Produced a report on out-of-home drug use that was launched by a 

government minister.
• Through the launch, it stimulated discussion of policy needs on 

resettlement services, drug prevention and combating homelessness.
• Provided awareness training for people in residents’ associations and 

community/voluntary organisations in the Dublin south inner city area.
• Held an evaluation of the training.7
• Reviewed current responses to issues highlighted by the research. 

Issues included: current housing legislation relating to estate 
management and anti-social behaviour by drug users; policy and 
practice with Dublin Corporation; community responses to drug- 
related, anti-social behaviour in the south inner city and in two 
similarly-sized European cities.

• Consulted with local community interests to gain their input into a 
policy document on the rights of alleged drug users to housing and of 
local communities to a peaceful life and a role in managing their own 
estates.

• Developed a series of guidelines for dealing with anti-social, drug
using tenants that focused on alternatives to eviction.

• From this process, MQP made a number of recommendations and 
aimed to influence Dublin Corporation’s policy on estate management 
based on the guidelines it had devised.

Participants rated it good or very good (94 per cent). 33



Achievements

Merchant’s Quay Project:
• Completed a targeted, structured information-gathering process 

involving research and consultation.
• Started the systematic dissemination of research results (see above, 

Aims for Participation in Policy Grants Scheme).
• The training course gave participants greater confidence in dealing 

with drug issues and they became more involved at local level as a 
result.

• MQP devised an agreed strategy for influencing a specific area of 
policy and policy-making.

• The process of undertaking research and providing training 
strengthened working relations with a number of statutory and 
voluntary agencies.

• Through involvement in the Homelessness Initiative Consultative 
Forum, Merchant’s Quay was able to influence strategy on providing 
accommodation for homeless drug users.

• It contributed to the debate about conditions governing acceptance of 
drug users into homeless shelters and hostels.

• It formed a strategic alliance with the Dublin Simon Community to 
examine options for establishing open access hostel accommodation 
for homeless drug users.

Lessons

MQP learned that:
• Research results and accurate statistics are needed if a group is to 

influence policy. They provide a strong base to build effective policy 
interventions.

• Co-operation among a range of stakeholders is needed to develop 
responses on accommodation for drug users.

• It is important to link with community-based groups.

What helped the policy development process

Bringing participant groups together helped to keep a focus on policy
issues. It also helped in disseminating outcomes of research and work.
The Social Policy Day seminar in Ballymun gave Merchant’s Quay Project
an insight into issues for the community.
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Having research findings was essential in helping to influence strategy on 
accommodation for homeless drug users (see above, Achievements). 
Involvement in the Homeless Initiative acted as a channel for discussion 
of research findings and a link to policy-makers.

What hindered the policy development process

Current local authority eviction policy and restrictions on drug-users in 
local areas were the biggest obstacles for an organisation working with the 
homeless. There was a lack of awareness of the links between drugs and 
homelessness among residents’ groups, voluntary and statutory service 
providers, and key decision-makers. The project itself needed to increase 
its understanding of the issues faced by residents in local authority 
estates.

The lack of a specific worker for the research project meant this research 
work had to compete with other commitments by the organisation’s research 
office.8 Also, it was felt it was easier to access resources for stand-alone 
research and more difficult to get support for policy-linked research.

Policy Implications of Project Work

• There is a strong link between drug use and homelessness (only 7 per 
cent of clients had never been homeless).

• There is a need for changes to housing and eviction policy (24 per 
cent of homeless had been evicted).

• Policy on housing management should distinguish between drug use 
and drug dealing.

• Policies should be sensitive to the fact that tenants may be unwilling 
victims of actions by a drug dealer on the premises.

• Sanctions other than eviction should be found for anti-social 
behaviour.

• It is easier for local authorities to evict anti-social drug-users but it is 
more difficult for homeless people to get treatment.

• Local authorities should try first to refer people for treatment or 
rehabilitation before taking civil action.

• Advisory literature on drug use should be made available to tenants.
• Early intervention through liaison with youth services should be in place.

The research scheme funding only allowed for employment of a part-time research worker. 35



• Support and referral arrangements between housing managers and 
specialist services should be clearly defined.

• Housing staff and estate management committees should get 
specialist training.

• Local partnerships should have a role in dealing with public nuisance 
and community safety issues.

• Provision should be made for drug users with special needs housing.
• Former drug users should not be rehoused in areas with high levels of 

drug use and dealing.
• Policy and practice should respect client confidentiality.
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Ballymun Youth Action Project (BYAP)
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Tel: 01-8428071. Fax: 01-8621025.
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Tel: 01-4541866.
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c/o Drogheda Resource Centre for the Unemployed, 7 North Quay, 
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Tel: 041-9835754/9830281. Fax: 041-9839064.
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