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Introduction
In 2024, 1017 people died in Scotland from a drug related death (National Records of Scotland) - this does not include deaths due to health issues related to drugs, or suicides related to drug use. There have been different approaches and discussions on how to reduce drug and alcohol consumption, including a zero-tolerance approach which the University of Stirling currently operates.
However, there has been a move away from zero-tolerance and towards “harm reduction”. As Arda Ozcubukcu and Professor Graham Towl put it, “drug use matters may be much more helpfully integrated into mental health and wellbeing strategies, rather than being viewed as a predominantly criminal justice issue” (Universities UK, Enabling Student Health and Success, p.9).
Our Students
In 2025, the Students’ Union conducted a survey asking students about their experience with drugs and found that 43% of respondents admitted to having consumed drugs. The most common substance reported was “weed” (49%) with others being “Alcohol”, “MDMA”, “Cocaine”, “Ecstasy”, “Ketamine”, “LSD”, “Nicotine”, and “DXM”.
When asked about the safety of the drug they were consuming, 81% of respondents said that they had thought of the safety of the drug. This is compared to 16% of respondents said that they had not thought of the safety of the drug they were consuming. 
[bookmark: _Int_fC8fwjkS]10% of respondents reported something having gone wrong during an instance of substance use previously. Some students reported panic attacks and another having a headache and mood swings. One student reported - “taking shrooms for the first time, all my friends took too big of a dose (I took a microdose (<1g)) and either became horribly physically unwell or were hallucinating so badly that I had to sit with them and keep them calm”. Another student reported taking ketamine and losing consciousness as a result. 
The Case for Harm Reduction
In 2024, Universities UK released a report on how to tackle the supply and demand for drugs and improve harm reduction (Universities UK, Enabling Student Health and Success). The survey they conducted showed that a zero-tolerance approach didn’t prevent drug usage, but meant that students who need support will not seek it.  The report showed that 44% of those that used drugs in the last 12 months wanted to reduce their substance usage. The reasons students gave ranged from their academic performance (32%), mental health & wellbeing (32%), and body image (29%). 
There are a number of different ways to support interventions. The UUK report showed that of the 44% that used drugs in the last 12 months and wanted to reduce their usage, 54% reported stigma and 46% reported their institution’s policy on drugs as barriers for seeking support. While 50% of students were aware of their institution’s policy on drugs, the majority anticipated a punitive response. Thus, it is crucial to embed trust between the University and students. This allows the University to have the most effect when informing students about risks relating to drugs and alcohol consumption and thus, reducing harm. 
What do Others Do? 
In 2011, Scotland became the first country in the world to introduce a Take Home Naloxone Program (Scottish Government, Life-Saving Ambulance Drugs Programme). Since the National Naloxone program was introduced, 205650 Take Home Naloxone Kits have been issued. It is estimated that more than 8 in 10 people at risk of opioid overdose have been supplied with a Naloxone kit (Preventing Harm, Promoting Recovery: Scotland’s Alcohol & Drugs Strategic Plan 2026-2035). The Scottish Government has provided funding for Drugs and Alcohol programmes with more than £115 million made available to local Alcohol and Drug Partnerships in 2025-2026 (Scottish Government, Life-Saving Ambulance Drugs Programme).
Police Scotland 
Police Scotland operates a non-obstructive approach to the first legal drug consumption room in the UK, showing their commitment to harm reduction. In 2021, Police Scotland launched a partnership with Public Health Scotland to address health and wellbeing concerns of the public across the country, with the aim of challenging views of what policing is and how policing serves communities – A move towards proactively identifying and supporting those greatest at risk of harm (Public Health Scotland and Police Scotland launch collaboration to drive national improvements in health and wellbeing).
The Pilot programme introduced naloxone training for Police Officers within Falkirk, Stirling, Caithness, Glasgow and Dundee where over 800 Officers were trained to recognise an opioid overdose and to administer Naloxone. The training was mandatory and while officers were not required to carry naloxone,[footnoteRef:1] 656 kits were taken up by officers.  [1:  Naloxone provides an effective first aid tool which allows Police to carry out their duty to preserve life.] 

Between March and October that year, 51 incidents occurred where Naloxone was administered by police officers for a suspected overdose. And following the successful pilot programme, the Chief Constable mandated all Police Scotland Officers to be trained and issued with naloxone. Police Scotland is the only police force in the world to train and equip all Police Officers with Naloxone, which to date has allowed for 1148 administrations of naloxone to have been delivered by Officers.
Ambulances data
In response to the rising number of drug related deaths, in 2019 the Scottish Ambulance Service launched its Take Home Naloxone Program. This means that when ambulance crews identify someone at risk of experiencing an opioid overdose, they can provide the Take Home Naloxone Kits and train those at risk of witnessing an overdose (Scottish Ambulance Service, How Do We Respond to a Drug Overdose?). Since 2023, all Scottish Ambulance Service Crews have been trained in distributing Naloxone (Scottish Government, Life-Saving Ambulance Drugs Programme). Between September and November 2025, the Scottish Ambulance Service attended 922 naloxone incidents, an average of 71 incidents per week (Public Health Scotland, RADAR quarterly report).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Scottish Ambulance Service defines a naloxone incident as any emergency 999 call where they treat a patient experiencing a suspected opioid overdose and subsequentially administer Naloxone to reverse respiratory depression.
] 

SOS UK SafeCourse Harm Reduction – Scotland data
[bookmark: _Int_o8zYig4l]SOS UK run a survey each year to better understand the sector’s harm reduction approach. 
Within the UK 144 Universities were surveyed on their approach to Harm Reduction – of those 144 Universities, 117 responses were obtained (14 in Scotland). The University of Stirling did not respond. 
In Scotland, 11 Universities provide access to confidential advice and support services, 6 provide drug awareness education, and 5 review their disciplinary policies to avoid automatic sanctions for drug possession to focus on safety and wellbeing. 5 Universities responded “yes” to adopting a harm reduction approach to student drug use with 4 Universities in the process of developing one. And 2 provide drug checking tests.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  (note that Stirling SU does too)] 

Policies 
Below are summaries of policies of those Universities who responded “yes” to adopting a harm reduction approach to student drug use (excluding Glasgow Caledonian University).
University of Aberdeen: 
[bookmark: _Int_WajoKmH0]Aims to support students through confidential advice. Students are encouraged to seek support voluntarily, and concerns raised by others are meant to be handled sympathetically and confidentially. Disciplinary procedures are only considered where misuse leads to misconduct or risks the health, safety, or wellbeing of others, with penalties up to suspension or expulsion. Where students acknowledge issues and engage with support, the University can suspend disciplinary action. Cases involving the supply of illegal drugs are still to be referred to the police.
University of Edinburgh:
The University prioritises non‑judgmental, accessible services and collaboration with students, healthcare providers, and other partners to reduce barriers to seeking help. While the statement is supportive rather than disciplinary, students on professionally regulated courses may face Fitness to Practice investigations if substance use—particularly illegal drug use or harmful alcohol use—raises concerns about professional standards.
Edinburgh Napier University: 
The University provides accessible wellbeing support, including counselling services, partnerships with specialist organisations such as Crew, and clear advice on staying safe, drink spiking, and nightlife safety, while not condoning illegal substance use. Students are reassured that it is safe to come forward for support, and the emphasis is on education, prevention, and wellbeing rather than punishment, although students are still expected to meet the University’s conduct standards under its regulations where behaviour causes harm or risk to others (https://my.napier.ac.uk/wellbeing-support-and-inclusion/student-safety).
University of Glasgow:
The University states that it will offer guidance, support, and actively encourage students to seek appropriate help if problems arise. It does not condone excessive or inappropriate substance use and emphasises its responsibility to maintain a safe environment for the community. Students whose alcohol or drug use affects behaviour or safety may be subject to disciplinary action. Incidents involving the supply or consumption of illegal drugs on University premises are reported to the police (https://www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/apg/policies/uniregs/regulations2022-23/feesandgeneral/studentsupportandconductmatters/reg41/#:~:text=While%20the%20University%20recognises%20that,Misuse%20of%20Drugs%20Act%2C%201971). 
There are a number of other Universities in the process of developing a harm reduction approach within their own policies. It’s useful to note that most of those developing this approach or that have done so successfully, led by a University Senior Leader and in partnership with the Students’ Union and students. For example, St Andrews is currently developing a harm reduction approach and this work is being led by their Principal.

Harm Reduction Approach
The Universities UK report highlighted 5 principles that are necessary to developing a good approach to harm reduction: 
1. Acting on evidence
2. Co-producing with students
3. Empowering staff
4. Acting in partnership with the Students’ Union and third sector organisations
5. Demonstrating impact
Crucially, it isn’t about promoting drug use but about reducing harm with drug usage. It’s important to emphasise that the main way of avoiding harm is avoid using drugs in the first place. However, as an institution we shouldn’t downplay the risks associated with using drugs, such as the implication of drug use for international students in terms of[footnoteRef:4]visa (Universities UK, Enabling Student Health and Success). It’s equally important to promote drug checking as consequences can be fatal. [4:  Universities UK report] 

Additionally, the report highlights how partnership is crucial to delivering this – partnership with SUs, Accommodation providers, 3rd sector organisations, and the nighttime economy.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  20% do it in their own home/student accommodation, 17% at a friend’s accommodation, and 15% at a house party] 

