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which would help readers to distinguish 
which conditions, processes, and changes 
in the social structure and values are spe-
cifi c to the Czech Republic, and which it 
has in common with other post-communist 
countries. But perhaps this would be too 
much to ask of this publication, given the 
non-existence of comparative data in some 
cases, and the methodological problems 
involved in comparing some of the data 
that exist. 
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This book aimed to compare the quantities 
and costs of illicit drug use across six Euro-
pean Union cities: London, Amsterdam, 
Turin, Vienna, Prague, and Warsaw. Split 
into two parts, these fi ndings formed the 
second part of the book with the fi rst part 
given over to contextual detail for each city 
from which the fi ndings could be embed-
ded. In contrast to the dense and often su-
perfl uous detail provided in the fi rst part, 
the second part of the book gives an illumi-
nating picture of drug consumption across 
the six cities. Set against the backdrop of 
Europe as one of the largest consumers of 
illicit drugs, this book identifi ed a dearth of 
information on the quantity of drugs con-
sumed per capita across the continent. 
Where there was available information, the 
book reported, it is often limited to ‘heavy’ 
drug users and employs varying method-
ologies in the different countries. Addition-
ally, the price of drugs is also often ig-
nored.

The overall aim of the research was to 
‘contribute to the development of useful 

and appropriate models of estimating drug 
consumption through the assessment of 
consumption patterns of fi ve main drugs – 
heroin, cocaine, amphetamines, ecstasy 
and cannabis.’ (p. 22) However, a key sub-
sidiary aim was to estimate the consump-
tion and spending patterns of two distinct 
types of drug user for the fi ve most preva-
lent illicit drugs (Amphetamine, Cannabis, 
Cocaine, Ecstasy and Heroin) across six 
European Union cities; a focus which was 
kept throughout the book.

This book followed in the footsteps of 
the Pompidou Group, who are well known 
for carrying out comparative multi-city re-
search, by examining two drug using pop-
ulations from the six large Northern Euro-
pean cities mentioned above. They fi rst ex-
amined the social and political situation 
for each city largely in the context of its 
drug using population. However, a clear 
rationale for this choice of ‘multi-city’ ap-
proach and for the choice of cities was not 
made apparent in the book. 

The authors were keen to point out 
that this study aimed to extend the drug 
using population under study beyond the 
frequently researched ‘hardcore’ samples 
who are often more visible through contact 
with police and treatment facilities. As 
such, they identifi ed two distinct drug us-
ing groups. The fi rst group, containing fre-
quent (at least twice a week) users of heroin 
and/or cocaine and/or amphetamines, and 
recruited principally through health servic-
es and penal (drug) services, are likely to 
be the commonly researched ‘hardcore’ 
group. The second, containing relatively 
frequent users of ‘recreational’ drugs, such 
as cannabis, cocaine, and ecstasy, are likely 
to be the less frequently researched drug 
users. Thus, refl ecting on the defi nitions 
used by the authors to classify drug users 
into the two groups it seems that they have 
indeed succeeded in their aim to extend 
beyond the ‘hardcore’ sample. However, 
the authors’ use of the labels ‘marginal-
ised’ and ‘socially integrated’ for these two 
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groups of drug users seems somewhat mis-
leading given that the criteria for categori-
sation into the groups was not based at all 
on levels of social integration. Since the 
study also sought to examine the social po-
sition of drug users from both groups, as a 
way of identifying differences in social sta-
tus amongst the ‘socially integrated’ and 
‘marginalised’ groups, it might be assumed 
that these labels were assigned to these 
groups retrospectively. However, since at 
no stage in the book was a rationale for the 
choice of labelling given, one is left to one’s 
own assumptions.

The book was split into two parts. The 
fi rst part reports on a review of currently 
available literature for each city for a 
number of criteria such as its socio-eco-
nomic background, its drug policy, the lo-
cal drugs scene, and the reported purity 
and price of drugs. This is supplemented, 
on occasion, with interviews involving key 
people from that city. These ‘thick’ city re-
ports were written for the purpose of pro-
viding a framework for the subsequent dis-
cussions in part two. Part two uses a quan-
titative survey that is answered orally by 
drug users and completed by an interview-
er. This survey forms the focus of the study 
since it is from this survey that the esti-
mates on the quantities and price of drugs 
used for each city are based. 

Both parts of the book are very differ-
ent from one another; the second part is in 
my view much more informative than the 
fi rst. Some contextual information in part 
one is useful for interpreting the results re-
ported in part two, particularly the social 
and political situation for each city. How-
ever, a signifi cant proportion of the infor-
mation included in part one was not uti-
lised or discussed in part two. For instance, 
some of the ‘thick’ city reports in part one 
provided information on purity levels, 
usually based on national fi gures. Part two 
also examined the issue of purity, report-
ing participants’ perceptions of drug puri-
ty on a scale of 1 (low quality) to 3 (high 

quality). Given that the purity information 
from part one could have been used to 
complement the purity information in part 
two, it seems strange that there was only 
one mention of part one’s purity fi gures in-
cluded in the discussion in part two. This 
begs the question of why the purity infor-
mation from part one was included at all. 
With a mixture of interviews that involve a 
wide variety of ‘informants’ together with 
a vast number of varying sources and var-
ying authors for each city, there was a lack 
of the consistency that is so evident in the 
second part of the book.

Part two on the other hand was well 
structured, following clear lines of enquiry 
that provide informative results and com-
parisons. For example, the book revealed 
that, across all six cities, differences were 
found between the ‘marginalised’ (prob-
lematic) and the ‘socially integrated’ (rec-
reational) drug user. The marginalised 
drug users were found to use illicit drugs 
more frequently and in greater quantities 
than the socially integrated group. As a re-
sult, monthly expenditure on their illicit 
drug use was more costly for marginalised 
drug users when compared to socially in-
tegrated drug users. Although this differ-
ence is perhaps in itself unsurprising, the 
multi -city approach allowed interesting 
comparisons to be made between cities, 
fi nding for example that the most extreme 
difference between the marginalised and 
the socially integrated drug users was in 
Turin where marginalised drug users 
spend nine times more on their illicit drug 
use than socially integrated drug users. 
With comparative information also availa-
ble on the price of drugs, the perceived 
quality of drugs, and the types of drugs 
used across cities, the authors were able to 
point to the comparatively high cost of cer-
tain drugs in Turin together with their per-
ception of lower quality drugs as a possi-
ble explanation for these fi ndings.

The study also gathered information 
on the social position of drug users from 
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both groups, as a way of identifying differ-
ences in social status amongst the ‘socially 
integrated’ and ‘marginalised’ groups. A 
wide variety of objective indicators were 
examined including education, housing, 
and economic resources. This information 
was supplemented by questions regarding 
the drug users’ own perception of their so-
cial well-being including their health sta-
tus, fi nancial situation, access to health 
services, and feelings of control over one’s 
life. Although not one of the key aims of 
the study, this information provided illu-
minating fi ndings when compared across 
city and across both drug using samples. 
For example, it was found that Amsterdam 
had the highest proportion of marginalised 
drug users who reported to be most satis-
fi ed with their health. Conversely, London 
had the highest proportion of marginalised 
drug users who reported to be least satis-
fi ed with their health. An interesting ob-
servation from these fi ndings was that Am-
sterdam and London have the oldest popu-
lation of drug users. The fi ndings on social 
position and perceived level of marginali-
sation were also used as possible explana-
tions for observed differences between cit-

ies and certainly identify areas for further 
work.

In sum, this book offers a model for 
which consumption and expenditure pat-
terns of drug use can be estimated in a 
large urban setting. The success of the book 
lies in its second part, which focuses on the 
fi ndings of the study. Although the fi rst 
part of the book provides context for these 
fi ndings, this part could have been con-
densed given that information included in 
the section was not used in the subsequent 
part. As a result, more detail on the meth-
odology employed, including the rationale 
for the methodology, could have made this 
book more informative. As a researcher in 
the drugs fi eld, I found the comparative 
discussions on the patterns of drug use 
across the six cities highly interesting and 
insightful. However, with the need for 
more details of the methodology em-
ployed, together with the use of a multi-
-city approach that does not allow for a 
wider application of the fi ndings, I am led 
to wonder who the intended audience is 
for this book. 
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