


“It will not affect my children”
Your children are growing up in a world full of drugs; Britain has the largest 

proportion of drug users in Europe.  In many parts of Britain over half of 
young people have experimented with an illegal drug before their sixteenth 
birthday.  Drug use by young people of South Asian heritage is increasing.  

The increase is highest among the Pakistani and Bangladeshi communities, 
but is affecting everyone regardless of class, money or education.  Jack 

Straw is the Home Secretary, the Member of Parliament who is responsible 
for Law and Order in Britain.  His son was arrested for possessing cannabis.  

If it can happen to his son, it can happen to anyone’s. 

“We know how to stop them”
There are no magic solutions and if we are honest we do not know how to 
stop young people using drugs. We have tried all sorts of things and they 

have not worked.  Tougher laws seem to send drug use further underground 
and haven’t reduced the numbers using.  Being too strict with children 
will mean they just go to greater lengths to conceal it from us.  Over 

exaggerating the danger means they don’t believe us.  Drug education is 
very important but has failed to reduce drug use.  You only have to think 
about the biggest killer of all drugs: cigarettes.  We know how dangerous 

they are, how expensive and anti social they are and yet many people 
still smoke.  

“My religion and culture will protect my children”
Parents often don’t understand why young people might want to try drugs, 
especially if their faith or culture forbids intoxicants. Many parents believe 
that because they belong to a particular faith this will stop their child using 

drugs.  Drug use is happening within your community, the influence of 
religion or culture is important, but will not necessarily offer any significant 

protection for your children.  In Islam as well as some other religions 
intoxicants are forbidden.  However, despite this, the number of young 

people using drugs and belonging to the Muslim faith are increasing. All 
children can be tempted to take drugs, no matter where they come from, 

how they have been raised or the religion they follow.

“Sending them abroad will stop them”
Some South Asian parents believe that the influence of western society 
is responsible for drug use amongst young people.  They believe that 

sending their child ‘back home’ to the Indian sub-continent will remove the 
temptation to use drugs. However, the truth is that drug use is as popular if 
not more widespread in the Indian sub-continent than in this country. Drugs 

in South Asia, particularly heroin are cheaper and more widely available 
than in Britain. Many users returning to the UK have a greater drug problem 

than when they left.

Drug Myths    



“I could 
tell if my 
child was 
using 
drugs”
The signs of drug use
A number of organisations produce lists 
of signs and symptoms of drug use with 
the idea that parents and teachers will 
be able to spot young people who use 
drugs. 

The problem is that all of these are 
normal behaviour for young people in 
their teens.  If they are using drugs they 
are going to go to considerable lengths 
to hide it from you. Unless you see your 
child high on drugs or find drugs in their 
coat or bedroom, you probably won’t 
know.  

Most of the time young people keep their 
drug use away from their family homes.  
The important point is that even if we 
could recognise the signs and symptoms 
of drug use or what different drugs look 
like we would still have the question of 
what we should do if we suspect our 
child is using drugs. 

Mood swings

Irritable or
aggressive 
behaviour

Tiredness

Sores around 
the mouth

Spots

Weight loss

Loss of 
appetite

Decline in
appearance

Decline in
school

performance

Spending
a lot of
money

Loss of 
interest in
sport or
hobbies

Secretiveness
or lying



How much do 
drugs cost?

It is a myth that drugs are very expensive. Although cocaine, crack and heroin are still relatively 
expensive, many drugs are well within the reach of young people. In fact many drugs are 

cheaper to buy than 20 cigarettes.

* £7.50 spent on Cannabis will provide enough for 3 to 4 joints (Cannabis 
cigarettes). That is enough for a small group to get pretty intoxicated.
*£5 would also buy enough Amphetamine for one person for a night.

*£2 to £3 would buy an LSD ‘tab’.
*About £8 an Ecstasy pill.

Magic mushrooms grow wild in September/October and may well be free if you pick your own 
and Solvents (glues, aerosols, gases, and nail varnish) are pretty cheap and freely available 

in many homes. 

It is true that a lot of crime is drug related. However, most of it involves people who are regular 
users of cocaine, crack and heroin. The younger age range does not commonly use these 
drugs. Most young people who use drugs will not get into crime to fund their ‘habit’ and the 

drugs they use may not be that expensive, they are pocket money drugs.

Ecstasy £8      	                       Cannabis £7.50  	                Amphetamine £5   	                  
     a pill                                      enough for 3 to 4 joints                    a wrap (1 gram)		                 

  Poppers £3-5		                LSD £2-3                                 Solvents
         a bottle		                       a tab                                       FREE or cheap

Magic Mushrooms
           FREE



Why do they do it?
Curiosity

Growing up, finding your own identity and place in the world is difficult for 
everyone.  This can be even harder and more confusing for a young person 

with a South Asian heritage living in a white western society. Most of the 
young people who use drugs are experimenting, a simple curiosity to find 
out what it’s like.  The fact that using drugs is illegal and risky can make 

it seem even more exciting. 

Enjoyment
They may not like the experience and stop after using a couple of times.  

However a number will enjoy the effects of drugs and use them occasion-
ally.  Most of these will grow out of it as they get older. Many young people 
view using drugs as normal.  It does not mean that there is anything wrong 
with them. They may well see drug use as fun and something that makes 

them feel good that they enjoy doing with friends.

To cope with problems
A small minority will use heavily.  Often this is because of emotional or 

social problems they face; they are unhappy, bored, can’t find a job etc.  
They will use drugs to try to cope with what they see as a harsh, unfriendly 

world.

Because they have been led astray?
One common myth is that dealers give free drugs to children to get them 

hooked and force them to buy at inflated prices. The truth is that most young 
people get their drugs from friends, acquaintances, older brothers/sisters 
and small time user/dealers rather than big time dealers.  Friendship and 
‘fitting in’ are very important.  Some people may be encouraged to use 
drugs by friends or to try to fit in with the crowd.  But there is also a lot 

of pressure not to use drugs. Too often parents like to blame drug use on 
someone else rather than realising that, whether they like it or not, a lot of 

young people freely choose to use drugs.  

Because I failed as a parent?
A lot of parents think it is their fault if their child uses drugs. ‘Where did 

we go wrong?’  Remember, a lot of young people are experimenting with 
drugs and they come from all cultures, religions, castes, classes and areas 
and all sorts of homes. It is difficult enough being a parent without blaming 

ourselves. Guilt does not help anyone, least of all our children.



A Mothers Story
I am a Muslim widow.  Approximately 3 years ago I discovered that 

my only son was taking drugs.  Upon discovering this my whole world 
collapsed, the feelings are impossible to describe unless you have 

been through it.  I did not know what to do or where to go for help or 
whom to talk to because my religion, my culture and my community 
would not accept this problem of drugs.  I felt ashamed.  I therefore 
thought that I would send him to back to Pakistan but only later did 
I realise that this was a mistake.  When he came back he was using 

more heavily than before.

Upon his return I had no choice but to attempt to talk to some 
Asian workers.  I found out about the services involved.  My initial 
experience was difficult  because I felt the services could not fully 
understand nor fulfil my linguistic and religious needs.  I wanted 

them to stop my son from using heroin and to be involved fully with 
all the decisions in his treatment.  They saw their treatment of him 
as confidential and would not keep me fully informed.  I think with 
hindsight we were both learning how to deal with each other.  If I 

was going to help my son, I needed to have a better understanding 
of drugs as well as an understanding of the needs of my son and 

the help on offer to him.

I know now that getting off heroin is a difficult process that can take 
years, with lots of ups and downs and false hopes for both the 

heroin user and their family.  There are no easy remedies.

Eventually, due to my commitment and with my son’s trust, 
together with the support of drug services and other voluntary and 
statutory groups, my son is now at the final stages of his journey.  
Now, after many years I am beginning to see my son happy and 
taking interest in everyday life and God willing he should be back 

to normal very soon.

This whole episode now appears to have been a nightmare and 
some sort of ‘Test’.  During this period I faced many difficulties 

and also learnt a lot, especially about drugs and how services 
work and will say that there needs to be better understand-

ing.  An understanding by drug services of the needs 
of individual drug users and their families.  And an 

understanding from families about the difficulties and 
problems for drug services.  There needs to be a rela-

tionship built up between the two as we both need each 
others co-operation.  



Drug
Facts

Lots of myths circulate about different drugs 
and parents often assume the worst. Adults 
often exaggerate the dangers from drugs.  

Young people often ignore the warnings if they 
are over the top or unrealistic.  Thankfully 

most young people who do try drugs will not 
come to any serious harm. Many will either 
just have an occasional dabble or use more 

often but in a controlled way.  On the next few 
pages there is some basic information about 

the main drugs used by young people. 

The law divides drugs into three main classes.  
Class A drugs are considered the most seri-

ous, class C the least;

Class A drugs include:
Heroin, Cocaine, LSD, Ecstasy

Class B drugs include: 
Cannabis, Amphetamine
Class C drugs include:

sleeping pills and tranquillisers.

Anabolic Steroids are class C, although pos-
sessing them for your own use is not an 

offence.  Solvents and gases, poppers, GHB 
and Ketamine are not covered under the 

Misuse of Drugs Act, so possession is not an 
offence.  Magic Mushrooms are legal if eaten 

fresh, but become class A drugs if dried or 
prepared.  

A lot of minor drug arrests come about 
when someone is searched in connection with 

something else and they happen to have 
drugs on them when they are stopped.



What does it look like?
Cannabis is by far the most common illegal drug used by 

young people. It can look like chopped herbs, green, brown 
and yellow in colour, this is the leaf of the plant; or if pressed 
together with vegetable gee it can look like a stock cube with 

the colour varying from greeny brown to black.   Cannabis 
has a very distinct smell, both when it is in these forms and 
when it is smoked.  If your child is smoking cannabis in your 

house you will smell it no matter how many windows they open 
or how much air freshener they use.  The smell of cannabis 
is very distinctive, a bit like joss sticks (often used to mask 

the smell).

How is it taken?
Cannabis is usually smoked in a cigarette that is made with 

tobacco called a ‘joint’ or ‘spliff’, or it can be smoked in a pipe, 
either bought from a shop or home made.  It can sometimes 
be eaten in cakes or drunk in tea.  Bhang is a drink that has 

been used in South Asia for centuries and is made by crushing 
dried cannabis leaves into milk.

What are the effects?
After smoking the effects take a few minutes.  Things all seem 
a bit strange and different, but the effects are fairly mild.  Many 
people do not even notice them the first time they use, as they 
are expecting something more dramatic.  The effects tend to 

be very dreamy, mellow and relaxing a bit like how you feel as 
you wake in the morning before being fully conscious.  Some 
people say it makes them giggle and laugh a lot at silly things 

or talk a lot of nonsense.  It is usual to smoke in a group 
and the ‘joint’ will be passed around as more is smoked.  The 

effects usually last a couple of hours with a single dose.  When 
cannabis is eaten or drunk it takes up to an hour for the effects 

to start.

What are the risks?
Cannabis probably causes cancer when smoked the same as 
cigarettes, though even heavy users don’t smoke anywhere 
near as much cannabis as the average tobacco user.  Can-
nabis often makes you sick, especially if mixed with alcohol.  
However the health risks are minimal, when compared with 

other legal or illegal drugs.  It’s not addictive and won’t kill you.  
If young people use too much, too often, it can encourage 
the sort of laziness and lack of ambition present in many 

teenagers, but for most people who use it, cannabis has no 
real negative effect on their life.

Cannabis



What do they look like?
The most common and cheapest stimulant drug is amphetamine.  Ampheta-

mine is most commonly a white powder, though the colour can vary and 
it can come as a paste.  Pills are often sold that contain a variety of 

substances like MDMA (slang name ecstasy), the look and size of pills 
varies greatly.  Cocaine is a whitish powder.  Crack (known as rock or 

stone) looks like a creamy coloured dried soap about the size of your little 
finger nail.  It is more expensive and shorter acting than amphetamine or 

ecstasy.  

How is it taken?
Amphetamine and cocaine are usually snorted or sniffed; though a small 

number of people inject them.  Ecstasy usually comes in a tablet form and is 
swallowed.  Crack is usually smoked in a pipe.

What are the effects?
Stimulant drugs make you more alert to everything around you, people, 

music etc. become fascinating and interesting.  They enhance good feelings 
about yourself and give you a feeling of confidence and increased energy. 

Physically they stop you feeling hungry and they make your heart beat 
faster. The effects of amphetamine usually last three or four hours.  The 
effects of ecstasy are similar to amphetamine, though it works more on 

increasing feelings and sensations.  Cocaine lasts for a much shorter time 
(20-30 minutes for one dose) and the effect and ‘high’ is more intense.  

Crack is a form of cocaine that can be smoked.  The effect lasts for an even 
shorter time than cocaine powder and is even more intense.

What are the risks?
With any stimulant there is a risk of a heart attack, though in a normal 

healthy young person the risk is small. After using stimulant drugs the users 
often feel exhausted and can have difficulty sleeping. They can disrupt 
eating patterns so that users lose weight.  If they use too often it can 

become a problem and can make them confused and alter their behaviour.  
In most cases this is only temporary and a period of rest and staying off the 

drugs will see them return to normal.  Stimulants are often used together 
with alcohol and there can be an increase in aggressive behaviour and 

violence.  When stimulant drugs are taken in nightclubs and people dance 
for long periods there is a danger of overheating.  This has resulted in a 
number of deaths.  That is why it is important to drink water and take a 

break from dancing.

Crack is by far the most dangerous of the stimulants as its use is very 
difficult to control and often leads to the drug taking over the lives of users.  
While this can also happen with any of the other stimulants it is much more 
rare.  In most cases the vast majority of young people who use stimulant 
drugs like amphetamine, ecstasy and cocaine do so occasionally and do 

not experience any major problems. 

Stimulant 
Drugs

Ecstasy
Amphetamine
Cocaine/Crack



What does it look like?
Heroin (slang names Brown, Smack etc.) is a drug made from 
the opium poppy.  It usually appears as a brown powder.  Like 
other powdered drugs, it is most commonly sold in very small 

quantities inside folded paper known as a ‘wrap’.  

How is it taken?
Heroin users either smoke it in a pipe or on silver foil or inject 

using needles and syringes. Heroin users who continue to 
smoke the drug will often, sometimes after a number of years, 
change to injecting, as it is a more efficient way of taking the 

drug.

What are the effects?
Most people who take heroin at first feel warm, their skin 

itches and they throw up. Many say it takes a number of uses 
to appreciate its full effect.  This is common with some other 
drugs like cigarettes and alcohol. Heroin is a painkiller; it kills 

both physical and emotional pain. Regular uses say it is a 
bit like being wrapped in cotton wool.  Your problems and the 

problems of the world seem to disappear and you have a 
sense of detachment and well being.  This is why heroin is 

often used by people who or are unhappy or deeply troubled.

What are the risks?
If you use heroin regularly you will probably become addicted.  
This means that unless you take it every day you will become 

physically ill.  This makes it hard to stop particularly as it 
is often taken by people who have little to satisfy them in 

the world outside of their drug use. Regular users build up a 
tolerance to the drug so the amount they use increases.  This 
means they need more money to pay for it, which can lead to 

criminal activity.  It also kills people if they take too much of it in 
one go; this is called an overdose.

If heroin is injected, this can cause all sorts of health problems 
and infections.  HIV (the virus responsible for AIDS), Hepatitis 

B and Hepatitis C can be spread by sharing syringes and 
needles.  This is why drug services provide clean injection 
equipment to try and stop these viruses from being spread. 

Methadone is a drug similar to and just as addictive as 
heroin.  It is often given to heroin users by doctors to try 

to stabilise their life and health, and to reduce their need to 
commit crime.

Heroin



Steroids
Anabolic Steroids are drugs that with regular training can lead to growth 
in size and muscle.  There are over a hundred different drugs that are in 
this category.  Some are injected some are swallowed.  It is dangerous 

for young people who have not finished growing to take them as they can 
affect bone growth.  There are risks associated with using steroids from 
increased aggression to baldness and shrinking testicles, but these tend 

to be exaggerated.

Solvents
Some young people sniff a variety of household products from nail varnish 

and gas refills for cigarette lighters to petrol.  They do this because they 
are easy to get hold of and cheap.  The effect is a bit like being drunk with 
alcohol. But in some cases they can cause hallucinations.  Solvents are 

very dangerous and can kill the first time they are used.  The risks of death 
are heart failure, choking on vomit after passing out or suffocating when the 

cold gases are squirted into the mouth.

LSD /‘Magic Mushrooms’
LSD (slang name Acid or Trips) is a drug that usually comes in the form of a 
small cardboard square about the size of your little fingernail.  The squares 
(called tabs) have a variety of little pictures or designs on them.  They are 
swallowed.  Magic mushrooms are drugs that grow wild in many parts of 

Britain in the autumn.  They are thin and small and browny coloured with a 
distinctive nipple on the top. They are either swallowed fresh or dried and 

put into teas or cakes.  Both these drugs have similar effects.

The effects are a distortion of the senses.  The way things look, smell 
and taste becomes strange and different.  Colours and sound become 

heightened.  Real hallucinations, seeing things that aren’t there, are fairly 
rare but do occur.

Apart from picking the wrong mushroom that may make you vomit, the risks 
are not physical.  The risks are in the mind.  The effects can last for many 
hours and at times can be very frightening.  In the vast majority of cases 
this does no more than scare people and discourages them from using 

again, but with people who have a mental health problem or are emotionally 
disturbed it can trigger off the illness or make the condition worse.

Poppers
Poppers are drugs that are sold legally in sex or joke shops and in some 

bars.  They usually come in little bottles sold for about £5.  The liquid 
contents are sniffed which gives a brief ‘high’.  They can cause dizziness 
and vomiting.  They are dangerous for people with heart problems or high 

blood pressure or if swallowed.

Other

Drugs



If you catch your child using drugs
If you find drugs belonging to your child you do not have to tell the 
police.  You can dispose of the drugs by flushing them down the 
toilet.  This is best done with a witness watching.  You could be 

charged if you allowed your children to smoke cannabis or opium 
in your house. 

Possession 
Most drug offences involve simple “possession”. This is where 

the police find a small amount of a drug in a coat, pocket, bag, car 
etc. and if they accept that the drugs are the young persons and 

they did not intend to sell them.  

Supply
If the police can prove they were going to sell or give the drugs 
to someone else or they think they “intended” to do this, then 

they could be charged with “supply” or “possession with intent 
to supply”. These are very serious offences and usually mean 

prison.

Getting caught by the police: Aged under 18
The police can give an “informal warning” or “telling off’ on the 
street without arresting the young person.  If the police arrest 

someone and they are aged between 10 and 17 their parents or 
guardians will be contacted before they are questioned.  The police 
have a scheme where they will contact a translator if English is not 
your first language and can provide your child with a duty solicitor.  
This is FREE of charge.  You have a right to be present the whole 

time they are questioned.  

The police can do a number of things:

* They may decide the young person is innocent or they may 
decide to take no further action.

* They may decide to issue a reprimand, which is a first warning.  
This will be kept on record in case there are any further offences.

* They may issue a Final Warning, where the case is more serious 
or a reprimand has already been given.  A Final Warning will mean 

the young person has to attend (for up to 12 weeks) a Youth 
Offending Team.  This is a team of professionals who will look at 
all aspects of a young persons life and behaviour and decide what 
if any further action is taken.  Reprimands and Final Warnings are 

only given when the young person admits the offence.

* They may decide to charge the young person with an offence.  
If the offence is more serious they can be held overnight (in local 

authority accommodation) until they appear before the court.

 Law 
The



Getting caught by the police: Aged 18 or over 
If the young person is over 18 you will not automatically be contacted.  In most areas 
the police will be willing to ‘Caution’ your child for simple possession.  Over 50% of 

drug offences result in a caution.  The advantages of a caution are simple.   They are 
arrested and can be in and out of the police station in a couple of hours.  They will still 
have a ‘criminal record’ so if they appeared in court at another time the caution can be 

mentioned, but there are no embarrassing court appearances or fines and nothing will get 
in the newspapers. They can be cautioned more than once. But if they carry on getting 

caught they will go to court. To get a caution they must admit the offence. 
In practice this amounts to saying something like: 

“These are my drugs but they are just for my personal use”.  
If they are not given a caution they will go to court and if found guilty of “simply posses-

sion” most probably face a fine.  It is very unlikely they will go to prison for a charge 
of “simply possession”.

In some areas there may be an Arrest Referral Scheme in operation - if they agree to 
attend a drug service, they will receive a caution or not be charged.

Rights on arrest
In all cases where your child is arrested they have the right to say nothing and can be 
provided with a solicitor for free.  If you or they are unsure it is best to say nothing until 

you speak to the solicitor.  The solicitor is independent and not part of the police service 
so their advice is impartial.

Criminal Record
Having a criminal record for ‘drugs’ can close all kinds of doors in education and employ-
ment.  From applying for a job to getting a mortgage to getting a visa for travel to some 
countries it is likely that some time in the future they will be asked questions about their 

criminal record or drug use.  Whilst many of these things may not seem important to them 
now, they certainly will be as they get older.

Getting Caught at Work
It is becoming more common for employers to ask for drug tests as part of the condition 
of employment.  In America this is now involves most major companies.  Drug testing is 

becoming more sophisticated, but by no means foolproof.   

*Moderate use of cannabis can be detected up to 4 days after it is taken.  
*Heavy/prolonged use of cannabis can be detected for up to 30 days.  

*Most other drugs can only be detected for 2 to 4 days after use. 

Getting Caught at School
Many people say that in Britain today your child will probably get into more trouble getting 
caught with a drug in school then by being caught outside the school gates by the police.  
Unlike the police, schools are not just interested in drugs covered by the law.  If a teacher 
catches your child with a drug, they will almost certainly inform the parents or guardian.  
They are under no legal obligation to inform the police and can dispose of any drug by 
flushing down a toilet (with a witness watching).  This all depends on the schools drug 

policy.  In many cases the child will be excluded (sent home for a period of time).  If this 
happens it is best to get advice from an educational welfare officer, solicitor or a drug 

service who can advise you of your options.



You might not be able to stop your children using drugs. You 
can, however, help them a lot and make sure they know about 
drugs and have thought carefully about them. You can help 
them be as safe as possible and be there for them when they 
need you. Some of the practical things you can do are:

Learn about drugs and think about your 
views
This booklet will provide you with the basic information you 
need, but you probably know a lot more than you think. You 
can learn a lot by thinking about your use of drugs, if you 
have ever used tobacco, alcohol or  prescription drugs from 
the doctor to calm your nerves or help you ‘cope’. If you have 
never used legal drugs at least remember the things you did 
and how you felt when you were young; how your parents 
reacted when you did something they didn’t approve of; how 
this made you feel.

Talking and listening to them
We need to talk to and listen to our children about drugs but 
some parents worry about this. They may think they are too 
young or that it will put ideas into their heads and encourage 
drug use.  It is not true. Young people think and hear about 
drugs from a very early age. The key is to talk with them in a 
way that is appropriate to their age. Discussions should focus 
on talking with your child, rather than to or at them, and you 
should show that your main concern is for their health, safety 
and general well being. Parents need to listen carefully to the 
views of their children and show concern for their feelings as 
well as trying to explain their own views and feelings. The 
difficulty is that most parents are often unsure how to react 
and talking about drugs can be frightening for them. However, 
parents and children can both gain from having calm discus-
sions. This will not be easy in most instances but it is important 
to try to understand each other’s views.  

Starting a conversation off by saying something like: 

“These drugs are killers.  Drug users must be mad. I’d throw 
you out of the house if I ever caught you using them”
Is unlikely to get them to talk openly with you.  On the other 
hand:

“I am very worried about young people using drugs.  I would 
hate it if you ever used drugs, but you know I am always here 
for you if you ever have a problem and need me”

Is more likely to get a positive response.

What you can 
do as a parent



There are drug agencies in most parts of the country who can 
help you and your child but do not expect miracle cures or for 

them to sort out all the problems immediately.   

The use of drug services by members of the South Asian 
communities is very low despite the numbers of drug users 
from these communities increasing. The reasons for the low 

take up of services vary from language difficulties, cultural and 
religious differences to discrimination. However, drug agencies 
and services are trying to address these concerns and really 

do want to help.  

Parents as well as drug users should try to access these 
services and obtain any help or assistance available to 
them.        More contact between South Asian Com-

munities and drug help organisations will lead to better 
understanding and more culturally relevant services.

You can contact a drug service if you want; advice 
or information; are just worried or unsure; or if you 

know there are already problems in your family.  The 
services are FREE and confidential.

If English is not your first language get a friend or local 
community worker you trust to ring on your behalf.  

Some drug services will already have workers from 
the South Asian community or have access to 
interpreters.  Those that don’t will arrange 

something for you.

Know where and how 
to get help if you or 
they need it




