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Summary 

Recent media coverage1 has suggested that cocaine use among City workers is 

pervasive, but that the local culture “turns a blind eye” to this issue. Officers were 

asked by the Health and Wellbeing Board to explore the accuracy of these claims 

and to provide insight into the work that the City of London Corporation is doing to 

address drug-taking behaviours among the Square Mile’s working population. 

Powder cocaine use is more common in young males, is more common in London, 
and is linked to higher drinking levels. Within the City of London, the worker 
population is predominantly young and male with a high disposable income, and this 
demographic is also more likely to drink more alcohol than the general population. 
For these reasons, powder cocaine use is likely to be higher amongst City workers 
than amongst the general population. 
  
The City of London Corporation undertakes specific work to prevent drug use among 
its worker population and also to tackle existing issues. In the latter, there is a close 
working relationship with the City of London Police. This work is carried out across 
the following key areas: 

 WDP’s Square Mile Health® 

 Business Healthy and the Public Health team 

 Safer City Partnership and the City of London Police 
 

Recommendations 

Members are asked to: 

 Note the report. 

 Support ongoing work to prevent and tackle drug use among workers in the 
City of London, through key channels such as Business Healthy, the Safer 
City Partnership and WDP’s Square Mile Health®. 

 Support the proposal to establish a multiagency partnership group to look at 
this issue in more detail, and gather further evidence about drug use in the 
City. 

                                            
1
 GuardianWitness article, “Confessions from the City: why firms are failing to tackle the cocaine crisis” (Ben 

Quinn, 10 September 2017) https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/sep/09/city-firms-failing-to-tackle-cocaine-
crisis 

https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/sep/09/city-firms-failing-to-tackle-cocaine-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2017/sep/09/city-firms-failing-to-tackle-cocaine-crisis


   

 

2 
 

 

Main Report 

Background 

1. Cocaine use, and specifically powder cocaine use, is widespread in the UK and 
also in London. It is also becoming more prevalent compared with other types of 
substance misuse. A comparison of wastewater analyses carried out in European 
cities in 2016 ranked London second only to Antwerp in terms of the prevalence 
of the drug in its wastewater2. According to the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), cocaine use among young British adults 
(aged 15 to 34) is more than double the European average3. Recent Home Office 
statistics (2016/17) show that the second-most commonly used drug in the last 
year among adults aged 16 to 59 was powder cocaine and it was also the 
second-most commonly used drug among young adults aged 16 to 24. Both 
proportions remained similar to the previous year. The statistics also show that 
men were almost three times more likely than women to take powder cocaine4. 
  

2. Public Health England statistics complement this information, showing that both 
in England and in London between 2015 and 2016, compared with other 
substance groups (opiates, alcohol only and alcohol and non-opiate), non-opiate 
clients had the youngest age distribution, with just over half of those in treatment 
aged under 30. Overall, London had more non-opiate clients than nationally5. 
 

3. There is no accurate data relating to drug use, and specifically cocaine use 
among City workers, as typical collection methods relate only to resident 
populations. People do not self-report, given the illicit classification of cocaine. 
Taking national and London-specific trends and comparing them with the profile 
of the average City worker6 helps to give us an indication of the prevalence of 
cocaine use among the local worker (non-resident) population.  

 
4. According to the latest statistics, the City of London’s workforce is young: 26% is 

aged between 20 and 29 years old and 36% is aged between 30 and 39 years 
old, compared with 40% of workers aged between 22 and 39 across England and 
Wales. The median pay of City workers is £55,000 per year and 66% of them are 
educated to degree level, compared with 49% across London and 35% across 
England and Wales7. Data from the 2011 Census shows us that 61% of City 
workers are male and 79% are white. Across the almost 470,000 City workers, 
we have a majority demographic that is young, male, white and which has a high 
disposable income8. 

 

                                            
2
 http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/topics/pods/waste-water-analysis  

3
 “Health at a Glance: Europe 2016 – State of Health in the EU Cycle”, OECD/ EU, 2016 

4
 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-

hosb1117.pdf  
5
 “2015-16 NDTMS Adult Substance Misuse Statistics”, Public Health England – Service Providers Forum, 

February 2017 
6
 https://www.hackney.gov.uk/media/8238/JSNA-City-Supplement/pdf/JSNA-City-Supplement  

7
 http://www.partnershipforyounglondon.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/city-statistics-briefing.pdf 

8
 This should be caveated by anecdotal evidence that suggests cocaine is now cheaper than it has been 

previously (approximately £30 - £40 per gram), meaning that it is no longer only being used by high earners. 

http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/topics/pods/waste-water-analysis
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-hosb1117.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-hosb1117.pdf
https://www.hackney.gov.uk/media/8238/JSNA-City-Supplement/pdf/JSNA-City-Supplement
http://www.partnershipforyounglondon.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/city-statistics-briefing.pdf
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5. There is a strong link between binge drinking and cocaine use. Anecdotal 
information suggests that very few individuals use cocaine on its own: cocaine 
(an “upper”) is usually consumed alongside alcohol (a “downer”) as a way of 
prolonging its effects9. Research on a limited sample of cocaine users has shown 
that cocaine powder users report more frequent heavy drinking than users of 
crack cocaine10. Last year, use of powder cocaine was around 11 times higher 
among those who had visited a pub or wine bar nine or more times in the past 
month (8.1%), compared with those who had not visited a pub or wine bar in the 
past month (0.7%)11 The same data shows that in 2016, use of powder cocaine 
was over ten times higher among those who had visited a nightclub at least four 
times in the past month compared with those who had not visited a nightclub in 
the past month. According to the City and Hackney Joint Strategic Needs 
Assessment City Supplement (2014), alcohol misuse among both male and 
female City workers is considerably higher than the national average, with young, 
white males as the predominant users of alcohol12. The fact that the vast majority 
of City workers do not drive to and from the Square Mile is also an important 
element when considering the likelihood to undertake risky behaviours.  

 
6. The City of London has a large Night Time Economy relative to its size and 

relative to other similar inner London boroughs, such as Westminster. It is the 
capital’s smallest local authority by area and resident population, though it is joint 
sixth for the number of pubs and bars it contains. The Night Time Economy is 
successful, partly as a result of it being actively promoted. The City of London 
Police, alongside the Safer City Partnership, helps to manage the Night Time 
Economy. 

 
Current Position 

7. The City of London Corporation undertakes specific work to prevent drug use 
among its worker population and also to tackle existing issues. In the latter, there 
is a close working relationship with the City of London Police. This work is carried 
out across the following key areas: 

 WDP’s Square Mile Health® 

 Business Healthy and the Public Health team 

 Safer City Partnership and the City of London Police 
 
8. WDP’s Square Mile Health® is a drug and alcohol service commissioned by the 

City of London Corporation. It provides prevention, outreach and treatment to City 
residents; and prevention, outreach and referral services to the City’s worker 
population. WDP’s Square Mile Health® provides tailored support to employers in 
the Square Mile on behalf of the City Corporation. This offer includes advice on 
drug-taking and excessive drinking issues, as well as other free services 
promoting wellbeing and a healthy lifestyle. This work benefits thousands of City 
workers every year, with the provider visiting some of the largest and most well-
known City firms in the banking, insurance and legal sectors. It also delivers 

                                            
9
 https://academic.oup.com/alcalc/article/41/2/121/135052  

10
 https://academic.oup.com/alcalc/article/41/2/121/135052  

11
 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-

hosb1117.pdf 
12

 https://www.hackney.gov.uk/media/8238/JSNA-City-Supplement/pdf/JSNA-City-Supplement 

https://academic.oup.com/alcalc/article/41/2/121/135052
https://academic.oup.com/alcalc/article/41/2/121/135052
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-hosb1117.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/642738/drug-misuse-2017-hosb1117.pdf
https://www.hackney.gov.uk/media/8238/JSNA-City-Supplement/pdf/JSNA-City-Supplement
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services to the many small and medium-sized enterprises. Given that the vast 
majority of City workers are not City residents, WDP’s Square Mile Health® is 
unable to provide treatment to the Square Mile’s workers. Instead, they assist 
non-residents by referring them to drug and alcohol services in their home local 
authority13.  
 

9. Whilst the attitude taken by employers is certainly not that of “turning a blind eye”, 
many employers are uncertain how to ask for help about potential drug misuse in 
their workforce, particularly given the illegal nature of cocaine and the 
reputational risks for a company being seen to ask for help on this matter. But 
since the aforementioned link between alcohol misuse and drug consumption is 
so strong, it means that Square Mile Health® can adopt a “Trojan horse” approach 
when addressing cocaine use among the City’s working population and 
employers: starting conversations with a focus on alcohol and then moving on to 
issues relating to  cocaine use. Business Healthy helps to promote WDP’s 
Square Mile Health® services to its large network of City employers. 
 

10. Business Healthy is an award-winning Public Health-funded initiative that 
provides City employers with free support to promote better health and wellbeing 
among their staff, including events and signposting. Businesses are also 
encouraged to share best practice with each other. It also supports and promotes 
ongoing initiatives around health and wellbeing in the Square Mile, such as 
campaigns relating to safe alcohol consumption and work being undertaken by 
other teams in the City Corporation. Through discussions with Business Healthy 
members, it is evident that many organisations – particularly the larger ones – 
offer an Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) to their employees. EAPs are 
confidential phone lines that employees can contact to seek advice and 
assistance on a range of issues, including health and wellbeing-related, such as 
drug and/ or alcohol issues. 

 

11. Alongside its work with local businesses via WDP’s Square Mile Health® and 
Business Healthy, the City of London Corporation’s Community Safety team has 
also contributed to addressing drug-taking behaviours among the City’s worker 
and resident populations, by offering “drug bins” and “amnesty boxes”, where 
they can hand over illicit drugs without reprimand. 

 

12. In addition to free services offered by the City of London Corporation to City 
workers, there are also several private clinics within the Square Mile that provide 
support and treatment for drug and alcohol addictions. 

 

13. The City of London Corporation’s internal health and wellbeing programme, 
CityWell, has provision in place to prevent and address drug use among staff. 
The City Corporation has an Alcohol and Drug Misuse Policy14 in place and there 
is a dedicated “Drugs and Alcohol” resource on the intranet – Colnet – which 
includes, among other resources and guidance, a Managers’ Guide to identifying 

                                            
13

 WDP’s Square Mile Health
®
 figures show that during Q3 and Q4 of 2016 and Q1 of 2017, a total of 54% of 

those detained in custody in the City of London who tested positive for drugs (not minimal or recreational use) 
were provided with a follow-up appointment at their home borough’s drug and alcohol service (i.e. non-City 
residents) 
14

 http://colnet/Departments/Town%20Clerks/Corporate%20HR%20Unit/Documents/Handbook%20Policies/AlcoholAndDrugMisuse.pdf  

http://colnet/Departments/Town%20Clerks/Corporate%20HR%20Unit/Documents/Handbook%20Policies/AlcoholAndDrugMisuse.pdf
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the indicators of possible substance misuse and managing and supporting 
employees. In addition, the intranet page15 also lists further support services 
available to staff, including WDP’s Square Mile Health®, in-house occupational 
health support and the Employee Assistance Programme (EAP). The latter is 
able to sign-post employees to relevant services. 
 

14. The City of London Police plays a key role in tackling drug use in the Square 
Mile, undertaking periodic proactive drug operations, proactive policing, voluntary 
drug testing at venues in the City and “test on arrest” strategies. 

 

15. The Safer City Partnership (SCP) involves representation from the following 
partners: 

 City of London Corporation 

 City of London Police 

 London Fire Brigade 

 London Probation Trust 

 City and Hackney Clinical Commissioning Group 

 HM Court Service 

 British Transport Police 

 Transport for London 

 City of London Crime Prevention Association 

 Representatives of the City’s residents, businesses and voluntary sector 
 
16. By making the most of available resources, the SCP aims to ensure that the City 

of London remains a safe place to live, work, visit and socialise, by meeting the 
needs of the City in relation to crime reduction and antisocial behaviour. Its 
current priorities include reducing Night Time Economy crime (including drug-
dealing), nuisance and anti-social behaviour. The City of London Corporation 
also provides information and guidance on addressing drug use to individuals, 
businesses, licensed premises and residents on its Night Time Economy 
webpage. 

 
Proposals 

17. The Safer City Partnership intends to establish a new Task and Finish Group, 
consisting of representatives from the City Corporation (Safer City Partnership, 
Public Health and Licensing), the City of London Police, WDP and the 
homelessness services charity St Mungo’s (substance misuse is significant 
among those who sleep rough). 
 

18. This group will be led by the Manager of the Community Safety Team and will 
focus on tackling drug use in the City. The initial aims of the Group will be to tie 
into the ongoing work of the Safer City Partnership, bringing together all areas of 
intelligence relating to drug use in the City among different population groups and 
pooling expertise to ensure a joined-up and evidence-based approach to 
addressing this issue. 

 

                                            
15

 http://colnet/Departments/Town%20Clerks/Corporate%20HR%20Unit/Pages/Policy/Topic-Drugs-and-
Alcohol.aspx  

http://colnet/Departments/Town%20Clerks/Corporate%20HR%20Unit/Pages/Policy/Topic-Drugs-and-Alcohol.aspx
http://colnet/Departments/Town%20Clerks/Corporate%20HR%20Unit/Pages/Policy/Topic-Drugs-and-Alcohol.aspx
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19. This group will oversee the production of a health needs assessment relating to 
drug use among City workers, in order to build up intelligence about the nature 
and extent of drug use amongst City workers, and to inform further activity in 
tackling this issue. 
 

20. It is proposed that this group will report back findings to both the Health and 
Wellbeing Board and the Safer City Partnership. 

 

Corporate & Strategic Implications 

21. The above relates to the Department of Community and Children’s Services’ 

Business Plan (2017-22) lists a priority objective as health and wellbeing, 

specifically that “people of all ages enjoy good health and wellbeing”. 

 

22. It also relates to the draft Corporate Plan (2018-23), where two of the 12 

corporate outcomes within the strategic objective of “contributing to a flourishing 

society” are that “people are safe and feel safe” and that “people enjoy good 

health and wellbeing”. 

 

Conclusion 

23.  The City of London Corporation, working with partners, takes a highly engaged 
and proactive approach in working with the local business, working, resident and 
visitor populations to address and reduce drug-related behaviour, particularly 
around prevention. Through its business outreach work and associated services, 
it is clear that City employers are neither ignoring, nor unaware, of drug use or 
other risky behaviours among the workforce; they address the issue sensitively 
so as to share information and signpost to support for those using drugs – which 
reflects the huge stigma surrounding drug use.  
 

24. A coordinated multi-agency partnership group, informed by a current health 
needs assessment, will enable the City of London Corporation and partners to 
determine the real extent of the issue of City workers using illicit substances, 
particularly powder cocaine, and to inform the most effective strategies to tackle 
it. 

 

Xenia Koumi 

Project Officer – Business Healthy 

T: 020 7332 3378 

E: xenia.koumi@cityoflondon.gov.uk  

mailto:xenia.koumi@cityoflondon.gov.uk

