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This brief summary has been developed by researchers from Public Health Wales to describe this project in a straightforward and easily accessible way. If you have any questions about this research, please contact Public Health Wales using the details below. 
The Substance Misuse Programme within Public Health Wales is carrying out a study to estimate the number of people using certain illicit drugs in Wales (also called the prevalence of use). Specifically, we want to get a clear idea of how many people are engaged in “injecting drug use or long-duration/regular use of opioids, cocaine (including crack cocaine), amphetamines and/or amphetamine-type stimulants” (this is the definition used by the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA), which reporting on drug use in Europe). To get an idea of how drug use across Wales might change over time, and also how it might affect different people in different ways (e.g. women compared to men; older people compared to younger people) we are analysing data over ten years, from 2010-11 to 2020-21. 
Estimating the number of people using drugs is obviously a major challenge. For many reasons (the law; social disapproval) many people prefer not to disclose whether or not they’re using drugs. This means many common ways to estimate prevalence can’t be used in this situation. We are using a method called ‘capture recapture’. Briefly, we look at data from various sources (such as assessments for treatment and hospital admissions) and ‘match’ individuals between those sources. This allows us to carry out statistical analysis that estimates how many people are using illicit drugs but have had no contact with any of these organisations – the ‘invisible population’. 
Because we have to ‘match’ individuals, we have to use some personal information on individuals. Specifically, we use initials, date of birth and gender to match people between databases. This matching process is completed by two researchers, who are the only individuals to have access to that information. Once the matching process has taken place, the personal information is encrypted and stored on a secure NHS server, following best practice established for this kind of data. 
It is very important to us to protect personal information. We have be given permission to hold these details after a rigorous process of examination by ethics and information governance committees who have ensured that we have very strong processes in place to handle this information. In particular, they have ensured that we comply with legislation (such as the Data Protection Act) and best practice. These processes are reviewed regularly by our researchers and by teams within Public Health Wales to whom we are accountable. 
We will be sharing the results of this study widely when we have them. Whilst this project is going on, we welcome any questions or requests for information and will attempt to respond to them as quickly and fully as possible. Please contact Chris Emmerson, Information Analyst Specialist chris.emmerson@wales.nhs.uk for further details.




2

