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Available Online: 13 Jul 2025 The objective of this study was to examine legal considerations and law enforcement inter-

©  ventions from the perspective of experts, which are needed to manage or reduce health and social

harms related to open drug scenes (ODS).
[VETEEE This study was qualitative and was conducted using the content analysis method with a pur-
poseful sampling method in Tehran City, Iran, in 2023. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with
13 key informants, including 5 treatment and harm reduction service providers, 4 police officers, 2 law-
yers, and 2 judges, until saturation was reached. The data were analyzed using MAXQDA software, ver-
sion 10, and the validity of the data was confirmed based on the Koch criteria.
[ESTE The characteristics of ODS, tailored to the specific conditions of Iran, were among the most sig-
nificant findings. According to most experts, efforts to eliminate these ODS were deemed costly, unnec-
essary, or even impossible. Therefore, they advocated for the scientific management of these locations
to reduce health, social, and security-related harms. The main reasons for opposing the elimination of
drug-related hotspots as a national strategy were primarily linked to the consequences of implementing

Key words: Article 16 of the Anti-narcotics Law.

Law enforcement, [@TEERT There are two main approaches regarding the existence of material ODS. The first is to re-
lllicit drugs, Harm Re- | view the security, social, and health interventions in these places, and the other is to confront and de-
duction, Drug-related stroy these places. Experience shows that the strategy of confronting and destroying ODS does not help
hangout eliminate them, but leads to the relocation of ODS, which increases security and health damages and

becomes uncontrollable.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

rug hangouts are known as open drug

scenes (ODS) and places where users and

dealers gather to buy, sell, and consume

drugs [1]. The spread of infectious dis-

eases, increased overdose and mortality
risk, open drug buying and selling, attraction of new drug
users (pull effect), and feelings of insecurity among sur-
rounding residents are health and social consequences of
the ODS [4]. Research shows that punitive and corrective
approaches have had negative health and social impacts
[1, 8-11].

The shift in understanding of the substance use issue
from an individual to a community problem has been a
major factor in changing intervention policies, resulting
in the acceptance and development of harm reduction ap-
proaches alongside abstinence-based treatment approach-
es worldwide. However, the impact of this approach on
the ODS (drug hangouts) has not been comprehensively
evaluated, and the types of interventions related to hang-
outs have remained controversial. Expert consensus em-
phasizes the need for balance and interaction between
supply reduction strategies, demand reduction, and harm
reduction in hangouts [14-16].

The diffuse presence of homeless people and drug us-
ers in cities is a cause for concern for authorities. On the
other hand, the health, social, and security consequences
of arresting and temporarily housing people with addic-
tion are serious. Therefore, implementing interventions
with long-term effective results is essential. In this regard,
there was a need for research in the field of legal consid-
erations and judicial-regulatory interventions to achieve
desirable health and social effects. Since the research in
this field is limited, the present qualitative study aimed
to explain the legal considerations and law enforcement
interventions related to ODS. The results of this study can
affect the quality and accessibility of services for drug us-
ers and improve the quality of life of drug users, as well
as businesses and residents.

Methods

The present research method was a qualitative content
analysis conducted in Tehran City, Iran, in 2023 [25].
The statistical population comprised key informants with
first-hand information about the topic through work ex-
perience related to the subject or study and research in
the area under study. In terms of information level, they
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included local informants like business owners/work-
ers, police officers, residents, and activists in the region,
including the city council and service providers, as well
as public informants, including experts and officials of
transit centers, law enforcement, municipality, and non-
governmental organizations.

In this study, purposive and snowball sampling meth-
ods were used. In the present study, 13 interviews were
conducted with service providers (n=5), heads and anti-
narcotics police forces (n=4), lawyers (n=2), and judges
(n=2).

The main interview questions were as follows:

1. In addition to the existing services for managing drug
scenes, what other services can help reduce the health and
social harms of drug scenes? 2. What legal considerations
are needed to facilitate the management of drug scenes in
terms of health, social, security, and substance use?

Also, focused group discussion sessions were held. In
this study, conventional qualitative content analysis was
used in an inductive manner [25]. In this analysis method,
the analysis steps were carried out by selecting the unit of
analysis, determining the semantic units, codes, subcat-
egories, categories, and themes [26]. The in-depth inter-
view texts and focus group discussions were coded with
the help of MAXQDA software, version 10.

Results

The findings defined the characteristics of ODS in Iran
and the existence of differences in perspective on con-
fronting and managing the ODS. Two perspectives were
prominent regarding the ODS. One group was in favor
of destroying and eliminating them. The second group,
which was the majority, considered eliminating the ODS
neither possible nor useful.

Characteristics of drug scenes

The ODS are not simply gathering places for a few
people who use or sell drugs. The ODS have a structured
community, and individual differences among the hang-
out members are visible. This community has a range of
different populations with specific relationships. Some
of the ODS residents are immigrants, some are residents
of the hangout, and some visit the ODS temporarily. For
some residents, homelessness is a life sentence.

Hangout members have usually experienced a trauma
in their lives.
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Table 1. The codes derived from the necessity of managing open drug scenes

Theme Code

Change in the approach of law enforcement
Establishing separate regulations for hard and soft drugs
Selecting alternative substances for hard drugs
Developing specific legal guidelines for drug hotspots

Establishing proportionality between crime and punishment

The requirements for managing drug-related hotspots  gjancing the power and perspective of harm reduction authorities for con-

sultation

Changing the attitude of neighborhood residents towards vulnerable indi-
viduals in drug hotspots

Developing a process-oriented approach to support harm reduction programs
Fragmented and localized healthcare and support services
Establishing safe consumption spaces for drugs
Benefits of managing drug hotspots Reduction of health and social harms

Dispersal of drug-related hotspots

Implementation of coercive policies in relation to service delivery centers

The time-consuming process of gaining the trust of hotspot operators in new
locations

Adverse consequences resulting from the implementation
of control strategies in addressing drug hotspots

Misguided legal orientation towards homeless drug users

Deterioration of health and psychological conditions of drug users after dis-
charge

Disregard for human dignity in the implementation of Article 16 of the Anti-
narcotics Law

Lack of clarity in the executive guidelines of Article 16 of the Anti-narcotics
Law
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The ODS are places for education and income genera-
tion. Specific rules govern drug hangouts, and one of their
distinguishing features is their fluidity.

Eliminating drug scenes approach

The group in favor of eliminating drug scenes claimed
several reasons, including the global approach to the war
on drugs, the prominent criminalization approach in drug
laws, the criminalization of establishing places for drug
use, the inability to legitimize drug scenes, and the inabil-
ity to create a tolerable neighborhood for drug scenes.

Managing drug scenes approach

From the perspective of this group (Table 1), in the
management of drug scenes, attention should be paid to

changing the approach of the police force, changing the
laws and distinguishing between hard and soft drugs,
developing specific legal guidelines for drug scenes, en-
suring proportionality between crime and punishment,
balancing power and the attitude of harm reduction of-
ficers to consultation, changing the attitude of residents
towards vulnerable members of drug scenes, and creating
a process-based approach to obtaining support for harm
reduction programs.

Conclusions

The findings conclude that although law enforcement
measures have some short-term benefits, they ultimately
cause the spread and inaccessibility of ODS throughout
the cities. This outcome will lead to serious health and se-
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curity harms. By managing and adopting evidence-based
policies, we can address the concerns of those favoring a
coercive approach to scenes.

If we prevent the spread of ODS, it will be easier to pro-
vide consistent and continuous health care services and
reduce harm to the residents. On the other hand, drug
dealers will also aggregate in these places instead of wan-
dering around the cities, and will cause less damage to
society. As a result, using a tolerance is not legitimizing
current problems, but rather managing them. It seems
necessary to accept drug scenes as part of society and es-
tablish specific rules for them in a way that, if for any rea-
son, people, whether people who deal/use drugs, attempt
to violate the laws, they can be referred to correctional
or treatment and harm reduction centres. Drug treatment
courts should be considered for people who commit unin-
tentional social harms.
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