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Good morning ladies and gentlemen.  

As Minister with responsibility for the National Drugs Strategy, I am very pleased to be here this morning to officially open the conference on ‘Drug use, sex work and the risk environment in Dublin’ which has been organised by the National Advisory Committee on Drugs.

Last month I launched the NACD report on this topic and I see today’s conference as a vital follow-up to the report.  It is very important that we disseminate the findings of our research in the drugs area so that they inform people in their dealings with various client groups and impact in a positive way on policy formulation for the future.  I want to welcome you to the conference which has been organised by the National Advisory Committee on Drugs.     

I welcome in particular the broad range of speakers assembled for today and I am sure that their insights will help to build on the outcomes of the research and to give further food for thought on the best ways forward.  I know that many of you are involved in various treatment and support services and I hope that the report and the conference are of practical benefit and a source of some motivation.
The research on which the report was based was carried out by Dr Teresa Whitaker and Dr Gemma Cox of the National Advisory Committee on Drugs.    It sets out the broad local risk environment within which problem drug-using sex workers in Dublin live and work and examines their responses to the many risks involved.  

In researching the report, in-depth interviews were conducted with drug users who were engaged in sex work, or who had previously been engaged in such work, to gain an understanding of their lived experience of risk.  Professionals from a range of disciplines across sectors were also interviewed to elicit their opinions and perspectives on drug using sex workers as a client group. 

The key finding of the report is that drug-using sex workers are exposed to multiple risks and harms in their living and working lives.  The report is important in that it shines a light on a vulnerable group in society, thus informing our efforts to deal with the issues arising.  

It also clearly highlights the impacts that the work and associated risks have on the children and families of the people directly involved.  Overall, the outcomes of the research are not surprising, in that it would be generally expected that those involved in both drug use and sex work would be likely to experience a variety of problems and to be exposed to multiple risks.  

The responses needed are varied, and, like those for many vulnerable and at-risk groups involved with drug use, they require a broad joined-up inter-agency response as recommended in the Report of the Working Group on Drugs Rehabilitation.  

Providing such a response presents a real challenge, but I have taken up this challenge since my appointment as Minister of State and I will continue to work to achieve real progress.   Indeed, I have placed particular emphasis on making progress on rehabilitation from drug use generally, and I hope that significant strides forward can be made in that regard over the coming period across several areas such as medical support, housing, education, employment and family support, some or all of which can be part of the response needed in regard to drug-using sex workers. 

Tackling the problems associated with drug misuse in our society is an important goal for this Government.  Many of you see on a daily basis the harm caused by drug misuse to individuals, their families and their communities.  This harm manifests itself in many ways, through negative health, through socio-economic impacts and through crime, such as the intimidation and violence often orchestrated and perpetrated by those supplying drugs in our communities.  

The response to problem drug use includes the development of a new National Drugs Strategy for 2009-2016 which has just been approved by Government. (,Government approval of which is expected next week). 

Our policy approach to the drug problem needs to ensure that our actions are targeted to achieve the optimum effect.  The emphasis has to be on having the appropriate mix of supply reduction, prevention, treatment, rehabilitation and research measures in place to endeavour to deal with problems where they arise and to minimise the use of drugs across the country.   Under the new Strategy, a range of specific groups needing a particular focus have been identified and these include sex workers.  Initiatives envisaged include targeted prevention and treatment measures.  Also, we know that it can be difficult for any drug user to take the decision to look for assistance and treatment, and this can be more so in the case of groups that are at particular risk.  The new Strategy will aim to promote engagement with at risk groups and to involve them in the design and planning of interventions.  
I thank Dr. Teresa Whitaker, and Dr. Gemma Cox for carrying out the research, and the Research Advisory Group who supported them in this regard.  I acknowledge too the input of the members and staff of the National Advisory Committee on Drugs and their Chairperson, Dr. Des Corrigan.  I also thank Liam O’Brien, Chairperson of the Consequences Sub-Committee of the NACD for chairing today’s event and, indeed for his long-term contribution to the work of the NACD and to the overall National Drugs Strategy from his base in Tallaght.  Finally, I would particularly like to acknowledge the participation of those involved in sex work in the research, as well as those who facilitated their involvement.  

I now officially open the conference and I hope that it proves to be of real benefit and practical use to you all. 
Thank you.

