Briefing
document for
Oireachtas
Committee on
Drugs Use

Submission from National

National Youth Council of Ireland
th

Council



About NYCI

The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) is the representative body for
voluntary youth organisations in Ireland. Our member organisations work
with, and for, up to 380,000 young people in every community in Ireland,
with the support of 40,000 volunteers and 1,400 paid staff. NYCI functions to
represent the interests of young people and youth organisations and our
role as the National Representative Youth Work Organisation is recognised
in legislation (Youth Work Act, 2001). The work of NYCI is based on
principles of equality, social justice and equal participation for all. In
achieving these aims, the NYCI seeks the emergence of a society in which
young people are valued and supported to achieve their full potential. See
youth.ie

National Youth Health Programme

The National Youth Health Programme is a partnership between the
National Youth Council of Ireland, the Health Service Executive and the
Department of Education and Youth with a vision for Ireland to be a country
where all young people can experience positive health and wellbeing.

The NYHP is dedicated to developing and promoting a culture within the
youth sector which focuses on health and wellbeing by building the
capacity of the youth workers and volunteers. NYHP also acts as a conduit
between grass roots experience and the development of public policy and
national strategy in the area of youth health and wellbeing.
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Introduction

The National Youth Council of Ireland (NYCI) welcomes the opportunity to
make a submission to the Joint Committee on Drugs Use, which was
established to consider the recommendations in the report of the Citizens'
Assembly on Drugs Use and make a reasoned response to each
recommendation. The focus of the Committee in the second module of
Education, Youth and Prevention to discuss “Substance Use and Young
People” is welcome. As the representative body for voluntary youth
organisations in Ireland, NYCI and its members are dedicated to
influencing policies that empower and support young people and play a
crucial role in equipping the youth work sector to deliver impactful,
responsive, and inclusive services. It is vital that the issues emerging within
the youth sector regarding substance use are brought to the attention of
the Committee because they reflect the lived realities of young people and
the challenges faced by those working directly with them. Youth work
practitioners are often the first to identify trends in substance use,
underlying causes such as mental health pressures, and gaps in
prevention and support services. By presenting these concerns directly to
the Committee, we hope that you can incorporate this into your response
to the Citizens’ Assembly on Drug Use, ensuring that policy decisions are
informed by frontline experience, evidence-based approaches, and the
voices of young people themselves This engagement is essential to
developing effective, compassionate, and informed strategies that not
only reduce harm but also promote resilience, wellbeing, and positive life
outcomes for young people across Ireland.

Recommendations for Committee consideration are at the end of this
document.



Setting the Context: Citizens’ Assembly on Drugs Use & Youth work

The Citizens’ Assembly has highlighted the importance of developing and
expanding alternative pathways for young people engaged in low-level
sale and distribution of drugs, recommending restorative justice and
diversion initiatives alongside enhanced investment in community-based
youth work. This briefing document situates that recommendation within
the broader context of youth work and its role in prevention, early
intervention, and community support in relation to substance use.
Recommendation 14 is closely aligned with a wider set of proposals at the
end of this document to strengthen youth work as a cornerstone of
prevention and early intervention. Evidence shows that punitive responses
to young people engaged in low-level sale and distribution of drugs often
fail to address the underlying issues driving their involvement. Restorative
justice and diversion initiatives, when combined with enhanced investment
in community-based youth work, offer a more constructive pathway.

By embedding restorative approaches within a strengthened youth work
infrastructure, the Government can ensure that young people are not only
diverted from the criminal justice system but are also supported to
reconnect with their communities, access appropriate services, and build
positive futures. This integrated approach maximises public investment,
reduces reliance on coercive sanctions, and places young people’s needs
at the centre of policy.



What is youth work?

The Youth Work Act, 2001 put youth work on a statutory footing. In the Act
Youth Work is defined as a

“planned programme of education designed for the purpose of
aiding and enhancing the personal and social development of
young persons through their voluntary participation, and which is
a) complementary to their formal, academic or vocational
education and training, and

b) provided primarily by voluntary Youth Work organisations”.

A number of characteristics have been identified which differentiate youth
work from other forms of youth provision and services. Youth Work:

is a planned and systematic educational experience implemented
outside of the formal school curriculum by voluntary organisations
and groups;

is an active mode of learning which promotes an experiential
learning model where young people are involved in learning by
doing in real life situations, and reflecting in a structured manner
upon the experiences encountered,;

encourages the development of skills and knowledge amongst
young people, so that they can make informed choices about their
personal health and development;

involves young people on a voluntary basis and begins with issues
and areas of interest that are of concern to them;

provides structures whereby young people can participate in
decision-making, planning, organisation and evaluation.



Youth work, young people and the importance of safe spaces

The relationship between a youth worker and a young person is of
significant value in developing a holistic response to any issue of concern
to young people, including substance use.

‘Substance use and especially misuse occurs in a
developmental and environmental context. Many
children and young people who misuse
substances have multiple antecedent and co-
occurring mental health, social and environmental
problems. ...Consequently, any successful
assessment and intervention service must be
capable of recognising and adequately
addressing a potentially wide range of
predicaments and vulnerabilities’”.!

Youth Workers are generally best placed to access and engage young
people and, in particular, vulnerable young people. As youth workers are
cognisant of young people’s emotional, social and developmental needs
and are often privy to the social and physical environment in which the
young person lives, their work tends to have added value with regard to
relevance and credibility amongst the young people with whom they work.

Youth work plays an important role in the lives of young people. The
relationships youth workers have with young people are unique. Itis a
space where there is no judgement, young people voluntarily engage and
can freely express themselves, ask questions, constructively challenge
opinions and experience a variety of things that they traditionally might not
get to access.

RED C polling for NYCI? shows that 89% of the Irish public recognise the
importance of investing in youth clubs, centres, and services, as essential
supports for mental health and wellbeing. These spaces offer young

"Health Advisory Service. Children and Young People Substance Misuse Services: The Substance of
Young Needs Review 2001. London: Drug Prevention Advisory Service; 2001

2 REDC. (2025). Youth Work and Offline Support Spaces Study. [Online] Available from:
https://www.youth.ie/documents/youth-work-and-offline-support-spaces-study/



people the chance to connect face-to-face, build resilience, and access
consistent care from trusted adults.

The polling underscores the public’s recognition of the need for early,
preventative support, not just crisis responses. Trusted adults in youth
spaces provide a foundation for open conversations and critical thinking.
These spaces allow young people to explore their views, ask questions, and
feel heard without judgement.



Prevention and Early Intervention within the Youth Work Sector

Creating safe, supportive spaces where young people can engage in
positive activities and access meaningful alternatives to substance use is
a central focus of most local youth organisations. These opportunities not
only foster healthy development but also provide protective environments
that reduce risks and empower young people to make informed choices

IN FOCUS: Western Region Drug and Alcohol Task Force “Putting the
Pieces Together™

This training and accompanying manual allow workers, within a youth work
setting, with or without an addiction and drug education background to
engage in supportive conversations with young people in a group setting
on the topic of drugs and alcohol. It was developed by the WRDATF to
harness an integrated approach to working with young people, parents
and communities on the subject of drugs and alcohol. The course aims to
explore and challenge attitudes in relation to substance use, enhance
knowledge and understanding, explore how drugs affect the brain and
develop a sense of best practice in substance use education. The course
also gives an introduction to the use of brief interventions.

IN FOCUS: Youth Mental Health First Aid Training*

Traditionally, youth work has not focused on providing interventions,
particularly therapeutic ones. However, as society changes and the needs
of young people evolve, it has become increasingly important for youth
workers to develop skills and understanding in delivering brief, early
interventions. This allows them to offer immediate support and, when
necessary, guide young people towards the specialist services best suited
to their needs

One important way this work is supported is through the delivery of Youth
Mental Health First Aid training. This programme equips youth workers with
the skills to recognise early signs and symptoms of a wide range of mental
health difficulties, including anxiety, depression, substance misuse, eating
disorders, and psychosis. By building awareness and confidence, the

8 For more information see: WRDATF Regional Prevention Initiatives: About Putting the Pieces

Together
4 For more information see: https://mhfaireland.ie/youth-mental-health-first-aid-courses/
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training enables youth workers to respond appropriately, provide timely
support, and guide young people towards the professional services they
may need.

In Ireland, a 2022 study® examined participants’ experiences after
completing the training. The research confirmed that Mental Health First
Aid significantly improves knowledge and confidence in supporting others,
while also underscoring the impact of stigma, the importance of access to
resources, and the need for inclusive, supportive environments to enable
effective helping behaviours

5 O' Gorman, J. (2020). Evaluating mental health first aid training in Ireland: A study of participants’
post-training experience and helping behaviour [Doctoral dissertation, University of Limerick].
Available from: https://researchrepository.ul.ie/entities/publication/46c60f68-5cbf-435a-8580-
7b07c38c666b



Young People, Substance Use and the Irish Youth Work Sector

Risky behaviours are a normal part of adolescence. It's part of how young
people learn, grow, and test boundaries. However, when young people lack
critical life skills and coping competencies, these behaviours, such as
experimenting with substances, can become more frequent and, in some
cases, lead to dependency or addiction.

Studies® show the numerous reasons as to why young people use
substances: to socialise, to have fun, to relax, out of curiosity and to fit in.
However, young people are also using substances to alleviate their
emotional distress. This is evident within an Irish context. Through our
training delivery with youth workers across the country we have heard the
voices of those youth workers who are working at the coalface with young
people, they have raised a number of issues and concerns over the last
year, with the following themes emerging:

Young people and crime

Young People and Social Isolation
Intergenerational Impacts

Drug Use and Mental Health
Access to Services

Access to Substances

Vaping and Nicotine Pouches

Nooas N~

& North Inner-City Drug and Alcohol Task Force (2015). Just saying... the views of young people about
drugs and alcohol. Dublin: North Inner City Drug and Alcohol Task Force 2015. Available at:
https:/ /www.drugsandalcohol.ie/24680/
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1. Young People and Crime

For some young people, substance use and involvement in drug-related
activity can become a normal part of their day-to-day lives. Many young
people, particularly in more marginalised communities, grow up in
environments where drugs are visible and accessible, and where exposure
to drug use happens from an early age.

In some cases, young people may be groomed or coerced into acting as
couriers. This often appears financially attractive to them, and for families
experiencing severe poverty — especially in the context of the ongoing
cost-of-living crisis — the financial incentive can be significant. For some
young people, this involvement is seen as a way to contribute to their
household income or to meet their own basic needs. Moreover, for many,
involvement in drug dealing activity has been difficult to escape due to
significant drug debt and/or drug intimidation/violence.

For many young people, grooming happens subtly. It may start with older
peers offering chances to feel included, perhaps a free lift somewhere or a
free vape. Over time, this can develop into pressure to act as couriers or to
“be part of something.” Grooming often plays on a young person’s need for
belonging and approval, and those who feel disconnected or disengaged
from their communities are especially vulnerable to being targeted.

2. Young People and Social Isolation

During the Covid-19 restrictions, many young people became isolated,
often confined to homes that may not have been safe or supportive
environments. Ireland is now one of four European countries in which
young people are more likely than older people to report feeling lonely and
isolated, with young people aged 16 to 24 found to be the most likely group
in Ireland to report feeling “lonely most or all of the time over the past four
weeks”.” With all communication during the restrictions shifting online,
some young people were subjected to ongoing harassment and
cyberbullying. At the same time, they missed significant milestones in their

7 OECD (2025), Social Connections and Loneliness in OECD Countries, OECD Publishing, Paris,
https://doi.org/10.1787/6df2d6a0-en.
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development—transitioning to secondary school, forming new friendships,
attending their first discos, and gaining essential social experiences.

As a result, many young people are now struggling to navigate the real
world. Their confidence has been impacted, and their ability to
communicate or engage with peers has been disrupted. For some, self-
isolation has become a protective mechanism. Others rely on substances
such as cannabis to help them cope socially with both family members
and peers.

Compounding this, many of these young people have been excluded or
have otherwise disengaged from formal education and are no longer
involved in extracurricular activities, making them extremely difficult to
reach.

For these young people, communities must be supported to create
accessible opportunities that help them reconnect with themselves, with
their friends, and with their wider community. Such opportunities may
include engagement through the arts, music, sports, gaming, or other
creative and interest-based approaches that meet young people where
they are. However, before participation in these activities can be effective,
young people often need to feel understood and to establish a meaningful
connection with a youth worker. This relationship provides the foundation
for trust and support, acting as a crucial precursor to their engagement in
wider activities

3. Intergenerational impacts

Some young people are living in households and communities where
addiction is present. Their exposure to substance use begins early in life,
and as a result, it can become normalised, a familiar and accepted part of
everyday life.

Youth Workers have seen how substance use can progress with young
people. Alcohol is typically the first substance a young person will use.
Following from that they will then experiment with cannabis recreationally.
Cannabis can then become a way to relax or cope with everyday stress;
however, for some, this casual use gradually shifts into a reliance, where
weed becomes their primary coping mechanism for managing anxiety,

12



low mood, or emotional overwhelm. As their tolerance builds and the
effects lessen, some young people progress to more harmful substances in
search of a stronger escape.

For others, the issue begins earlier: they turn to inhalants options that are
easily accessible within their homes and communities. Youth workers
across the sector have shared numerous stories of young people
intentionally using inhalants as a means to get high but becoming
severely unwell and even hospitalised. In some instances, the use of
inhalants has led to young people losing their lives.

This progression highlights the complexity and vulnerability surrounding
youth substance use and the urgent need for early intervention and
community support.

It must be noted however, that for some young people who have been
exposed to substances from a young age and who have lived with
addiction, their starting point can be anti-substances. Yet, once they enter
secondary school, and social status is important, peer pressure will have a
major impact on them. Supporting young people to develop their own
sense of self, build their confidence, develop their skills and capacity to
articulate their views and opinions, will go a long in way in helping that
young person make more positive choices.

4. Drug use and mental health

According to the Growing up In Ireland survey in 2023, cannabis was the
most frequently used illicit drug in Ireland among young people
particularly among young mené. Trends also show an increase in the use
of stimulant drugs such as cocaine and Ecstasy.®

8 Millar, Sean (2023) Drug use among 20-year-olds in Ireland: results from the Growing Up in Ireland
study. Drugnet Ireland, Issue 84, Winter 2023, pp. 28-29.

° Doyle A, Sunday S, Galvin B, Mongan D (2022) Alcohol and other drug use among children and
young people in Ireland: prevalence, risk and protective factors, consequences, responses, and
policies. HRB Overview Series 12. Dublin: Health Research Board [Online] Available from:
https://[www.hrb.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/HRB_Overview_Series_12.pdf
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Substances affect the brain in different ways; however, because the
adolescent brain is still developing, the misuse of substances has a more
serious effect.

Early and frequent use of drugs and other substances significantly
increases the risk of young people developing substance use disorders.
This can also contribute to mental health difficulties such as anxiety,
depression, and, in some cases, psychotic disorders.

Many young people who are struggling with underlying mental health
issues are facing barriers when trying to access support, including long
waiting lists, limited services, and under-resourced youth supports. As a
result, some young people turn to substances, as a form of self-medication
to temporarily ease their symptoms or escape from distress. While this
may provide short-term relief, it often increases their vulnerability over the
long term.

5. Access to Services

In addition to long wait lists, young people with addiction issues or mental
health challenges face many physical barriers to accessing support
services:

- Inthe absence of a supportive family environment, young people
may not identify as having a substance issue, causing potential
lifelong implications.

- Inthe absence of a supportive family environment, physically
accessing services can be particularly challenging when those
services are not located within the local area. The need to plan
transport routes and cover the associated costs often creates
significant barriers for young people, both in urban and rural
settings

- Appointments are made within school hours, a challenge met by
many people in terms of how to get to the appointment if family
members are working.

- Young people who have a dual diagnosis of substance use and
mental health find it challenging accessing services but also
navigating through them.

14



6. Access to substances

Access to substances has become significantly easier with the rise of
social media platforms, which are increasingly exploited for drug
distribution. Research highlights that apps such as Snapchat, Instagram,
and WhatsApp are commonly used by dealers to advertise and sell
substances directly to young people. A 2025 study of UK secondary school
students found that exposure to illicit drug advertisements on social media
was widespread, shaping attitudes and behaviours towards drug use'
Similarly, reviews of online drug markets confirm that the anonymity, ease
of account creation, and encrypted messaging features of these platforms
make them particularly attractive for illicit sales." This means that any
young person with access to social mediaq, regardless of age, can
encounter these networks and, often within just a few clicks, arrange to
purchase substances. The combination of accessibility, targeted
advertising, and peer influence creates a high-risk environment where
traditional barriers to drug acquisition are eroded, underscoring the urgent
need for prevention strategies that address the digital landscape.

7. Vaping and Nicotine Pouches

Studies>"¥*"show that while fewer young people are smoking tobacco,
increasing numbers are turning to vaping. Vapes not only deliver nicotine

10 Fuller, A, Vasek, M., Mariconti, E. et al. Platformes, risk perceptions, and reporting: the impact of illicit
drug advertisements on social media among UK secondary students. Harm Reduct J 22,154 (2025).
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-025-01299-5 [Online] Available from: Platforms, risk perceptions, and
reporting: the impact of illicit drug advertisements on social media among UK secondary students |
Harm Reduction Journal | Full Text

"Fuller A, Vasek M, Mariconti E, Johnson SD. Understanding and preventing the advertisement and
sale of illicit drugs to young people through social media: A multidisciplinary scoping review. Drug
Alcohol Rev. 2024 Jan;43(1):56-74. doi: 10.1111/dar.13716. Epub 2023 Jul 31. PMID: 37523310. [Online]
Available from: Understanding and preventing the advertisement and sale of illicit drugs to young
people through social media: A multidisciplinary scoping review

2 Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth (2024). Growing up in Ireland.
Key findings from the self-complete survey with cohort 08 at 13. Dublin: Department of Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth [Online] Available from:
https://www.growingup.gov.ie/pubs/JAVI5S660_GUI_Report_May24 V7_FA_Online.pdf

¥ Sunday S, Hanafin J, Clancy L. Increased smoking and e-cigarette use among Irish teenagers: A
new threat to Tobacco Free Ireland 2025. ERJ Open Res 2021; (https://doi.org/10.1183/23120541.00438-
2021)

“ Hanafin J, Sunday S, Clancy L. Capturing changes in youth tobacco and nicotine use: A new
composite measure. Tobacco Induced Diseases. 2025;23(1):A261.
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but are also being used as a vehicle for consuming cannabis oil, raising
new risks. The rapid development and promotion of emerging nicotine
delivery products has diversified the market in ways that
disproportionately affect young people. A singular focus on declining
smoking rates risks obscuring the broader reality of nicotine consumption
among young people, which in turn may act as a gateway to other
substance use. According to youth workers, because cannabis oil can be
odourless, it can be used in public without drawing attention. Although it is
not always possible to tell whether a vape contains nicotine or cannabis,
the physical effects usually become apparent shortly afterwards.

There is a rise in the number of young people using nicotine pouches. This
is due to their discreet nature and a misconception that they are safer
than vapes and cigarettes. According to ESPAD Ireland 2024, 7.6% of
students reported ever using nicotine pouches®™ We are still building our
understanding of the risks associated with nicotine pouches; however, the
HSE'® has identified potential harms including gum damage, mouth ulcers,
nicotine addiction, nauseq, stomach issues, and even nicotine poisoning.

The marketing of nicotine pouches is a growing concern, particularly within
the digital environments where young people spend much of their time.
Youth workers report that online influencers casually promote these
products, often inserting a pouch as part of their daily routine, making their
use appear normal and even aspirational. In some European countries, this
normalisation is already widespread, and marketing strategies
increasingly suggest that pouches can enhance sports performance,
which is especially persuasive for physically active young people.

More broadly, substance use is being shaped by the digital information
environment that young people inhabit. The content they engage with
daily, on health, fitness, beauty, celebrity culture, sport, and even personal
finance, rarely features in policy discussions, yet it profoundly influences
how they perceive credibility, truth, and social norms. Within this context,

5 Hanafin J, Sunday S, Fitzmaurice H, Clancy, L. (2025). ESPAD Ireland 2024: Results from the
European School Survey Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs. Dublin: TobaccoFree Research Institute
Ireland for the Department of Health Ireland [Online] Available from:
https://arrow.tudublin.ie/tobacreports/2/

16 HSE. E-cigarettes and other nicotine containing products A HSE information booklet for parents,
guardians and young people [Online] Available from:
https://[www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/tobaccocontrol/resources/hse-vaping-and-e-cigarette-
information-2023-a5-print-ready.pdf
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marketing messages around nicotine and other substances can easily blur
into everyday online culture, embedding risk behaviours in spaces that feel
familiar, trusted, and aspirational

17



Recommendations

Across youth work settings, a significant amount of valuable practice is
already underway to support young people through education, prevention,
and early intervention, ensuring that their needs are met in safe, inclusive,
and community-based environments. However, many services and teams
remain overstretched due to limited resources, increased demands and
more complex issues and needs. In line with recommendations made in
the National Drug Strategy specific to the youth work sector and based on
NYHP consultations with the youth workers, the following recommendations
have emerged:

Increase resources and capacity within youth work organisations so
that youth workers, including detached youth workers, can meet
young people where they are and create safe, supportive spaces
within commmunities and on the streets. Strengthening this capacity
not only provides meaningful alternatives to substance use and
involvement in drug-related activities, but also creates opportunities
for youth workers to safely and positively engage with young people
about their drug use. These conversations, grounded in trust and
understanding, can open pathways to healthier choices and
appropriate support services.

Increase funding for youth work organisations to enable the
development of counselling and therapeutic services for young
people experiencing substance and mental health difficulties. This
would allow those currently waiting on lists to access support more
quickly in an environment that feels familiar and comfortable.
Recommendation 31 of the Citizens’ Assembly on Drugs Use calls for
a national strategy to enhance resilience, mental health and
therapeutic supports; increased funding for youth work counselling
services directly advances this aim by providing timely, community-
based support for young people, while easing pressure on CAMHS
and acute services.

Strategic investment in integrated youth hubs should be prioritised
to create inclusive spaces that reflect the diverse interests of young

people, extending well beyond sport. Co-located hubs could bring
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together youth work programmes, mental health supports,
education and career guidance, and creative opportunities such as
music, arts, coding, and gaming under one roof. This model has the
potential to not only provide meaningful alternatives to substance
use and risky behaviours, but also ensure young people can safely
and positively engage with trusted youth workers about their
experiences, including drug use. By fostering collaboration among
services and maximising public investment, these hubs create
accessible, welcoming environments that place young people’s
needs at the centre and strengthen community resilience.

Increase resources to enable the youth work sector to strengthen its
role in education and prevention, complementing Recommendation
28 of the Citizens’ Assembly on Drugs Use which calls for a
comprehensive, age-appropriate school-based drug prevention
strategy led by the Departments of Health and Education in
conjunction with the HSE. While schools and external experts will
deliver structured programmes to children, young people, parents,
and teachers, youth work provides the crucial commmunity-based
dimension, building confidence, resilience, and critical
understanding of drug use and its impacts. By equipping young
people to navigate peer pressure, make informed choices, and
engage in open conversations about substance use, youth workers
can foster healthier attitudes and behaviours. Successful
programmes already exist; the challenge is to scale their reach and
ensure they are accessible across all communities.
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Appendix 1: NYHP Document: https://www.youth.ie/wp-
content/uploads/2024/01/NYHP-Booklet-updated-2025.pdf
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