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Northern Ireland Alcohol & Drug Alliance

11" August 2026

Dear Sir/Madam

Re: Call for Views on a New Strategy to Reduce Offending and Reoffending in Northern
Ireland

The Northern Ireland Alcohol and Drug Alliance (NIADA) welcome the opportunity to contribute
to the Department of Justice's consultation on the development of a new strategy to reduce
offending and reoffending.

NIADA facilitates cooperation among voluntary and community sector organisations providing
services to individuals, families and communities affected by alcohol and drug use across
Northern Ireland.

Our vision is a society where people affected by substance use can access the right support,
in the right place, at the right time. Our mission is to work collaboratively to raise awareness
and influence policy and practice relating to the impact of substance use on individuals,
families and communities.

NIADA currently comprises 23 member organisations:

Alcohol Action Ireland, Alcohol Change UK, ARC Fitness, ARC Healthy Living, ASCERT,
Carlisle House, Cuan Mhuire, Davina's Ark, Depaul, Dunlewey Addiction Services, Extern,
FIND, FutureProof, Inspire, Lisburn YMCA, Links Counselling, Northlands, RSUN, Simon
Community, SMART Recovery, Start360, Threshold and Zachary Geddis Trust

NIADA supports a "Justice Journey" approach, recognising that offending behaviour is often
linked to complex life circumstances rather than isolated incidents. We believe responses to
offending should distinguish between first-time offending and repeat offending, with
interventions focused on prevention, rehabilitation and reducing future harm rather than
relying solely on punitive measures.



We would particularly highlight the following points:
Address the Root Causes of Offending
Evidence and frontline experience demonstrate that offending is frequently associated with:

e Childhood trauma and adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
e Poverty and deprivation

¢ Homelessness and housing instability

e Mental ill-health

¢ Alcohol and drug misuse

e Domestic and sexual abuse

e Educational exclusion

e Family breakdown

e Social isolation and exploitation

Recognise Housing as a Key Protective Factor

e Stable accommodation is one of the strongest contributors to successful rehabilitation
and reduced reoffending. Housing provides the platform from which people can
engage with treatment, employment, education and wider support services.

¢ Housing should be viewed not simply as a social issue but as a public protection and
reoffending reduction measure.

Adopt a "No Wrong Door" Approach

o People with complex needs often encounter fragmented services and inconsistent
support. Individuals should be able to access appropriate help regardless of which
service they initially present to.

e Greater coordination between justice, health, housing and community-based services
is essential.

Embed Trauma-Informed Practice
Trauma-informed approaches do not diminish personal responsibility or the impact of
offending on victims. Rather, they provide a more effective framework for understanding and
addressing the factors that contribute to offending behaviour and reducing future risk.
Expand Community-Based Alternatives to Custody
We support the continued development and expansion of:

e Bail support schemes

e Community-based interventions

e Housing First approaches
e Throughcare and resettlement services



e Other evidence-based alternatives to custody

These approaches are often more effective and cost-efficient than custodial sentences for
individuals with multiple and complex needs.

Strengthen Throughcare and Resettlement

Support should begin prior to release from custody and continue into the community, with
particular focus on the first 72 hours after release.

Individuals should leave custody with arrangements in place for accommodation, benefits,
healthcare, medication, probation supervision and practical support.

Promote Cross-Departmental Responsibility

Reducing offending and reoffending is not solely a justice issue. Effective implementation
requires coordinated action across:

e Department of Justice

o Department of Health

e Department for Communities
o Department of Education

e Department for the Economy

Measure Success Through Meaningful Outcomes

Success should be measured not only through reconviction rates but also through wider
indicators including:

e Sustained accommodation

e Improved health and wellbeing

e Access to employment, education and training
¢ Reduced homelessness

e Increased community participation

¢ Reduced reliance on crisis services

Northern Ireland Context and Evidence

Northern Ireland faces several unique challenges that should be recognised within the
strategy.

Evidence demonstrates strong links between offending and social disadvantage:

e 45% of people assessed by the Probation Board for Northern Ireland had mental health
difficulties linked to their offending.

e 66% of prisoners reported previous drug use.

e 74% left school aged 16 or younger.



e 32% had no qualifications.
Housing instability continues to be a significant barrier to rehabilitation:

e More than 600 people left prison without identified accommodation during 2019/20.

e Around two-fifths of individuals commencing probation supervision experienced
accommodation difficulties.

o Nearly 32,000 homeless households were recorded on the Housing Executive waiting
list by 2025.

Northern Ireland also continues to experience the long-term effects of conflict-related trauma,
deprivation and paramilitary influence in some communities. These issues can contribute to
poorer outcomes, reduced community cohesion and increased vulnerability to offending.

Additional concerns include:

e Under-investment in substance use treatment services

e Limited family therapy provision

o Insufficient gender-specific services for women

e Gaps in support for individuals with co-occurring mental health and substance use
needs

¢ Insecure funding for voluntary and community sector organisations

Examples of Effective Practice

There are already examples of successful interventions operating across Northern Ireland,
including:

e Community Transition Services supporting women leaving prison through
accommodation and trauma-informed support.

o Belfast Complex Lives Partnership, which has successfully supported individuals with
multiple and complex needs into secure accommodation and tailored support.

e Housing First programmes that have enabled people with long histories of
homelessness and offending to sustain tenancies.

o Supported Bail Accommodation projects that provide effective alternatives to custody.

Other examples of good practice can be seen further a field, where partnership working
across criminal justice, health and community services is used to address the underlying
causes of offending. In North Wales, the Police and Crime Commissioner has supported
preventative and early intervention initiatives involving policing, local authorities, health
services and the voluntary sector.

¢ ANNUAL REPORT 2022-23 (final).pdf
¢ Annual Report Official



https://www.northwales-pcc.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2024-04/ANNUAL%20REPORT%202022-23%20%28final%29.pdf
https://kaleidoscope68.org/Kaleidoscope_Annual_Report_Apr_24_to_March_25.pdf

Please also see the links below to wider academic literature on reducing recidivism and the
benefits of diversion for people repeatedly offending when they are experiencing problematic
substance use

+ https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468266724001609? cf chl tk=
garh6u41uv3gNpUpwo2.P.kMzfU1yLaj0XOgPXUBu9Y-1785488535-1.0.1.1-
IJT7zQX3mZDgU7MEwhryKhWW8sGo4RKViUU.vlyYuaE

o https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychiatry/articles/10.3389/fpsyt.2023.935755/full

¢ https://pmc.ncbi.nim.nih.gov/articles/PMC10869133/

NIADA believes that public safety and social inclusion are mutually reinforcing objectives. The
most effective way to reduce offending and reoffending is through coordinated support that
addresses the underlying causes of offending while maintaining clear accountability and
protecting victims.

Achieving this goal will require sustained leadership, cross-departmental cooperation, long-
term investment and meaningful partnership with the voluntary and community sector.

Success should be measured not merely by programme participation or completion rates, but
by improved long-term outcomes for individuals, families and communities through stable
housing, better health, employment opportunities, social inclusion and reduced reoffending.

We welcome the opportunity to continue engaging with the Department as this strategy
develops and would be pleased to provide further information or participate in future
discussions.

If you require any additional information, please contact us at info@niada.net.

Yours faithfully

Pauline Campbell
Chairperson
Northern Ireland Alcohol and Drug Alliance (NIADA)
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