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Background 
 
I am a psychiatrist with a higher degree in pharmacology who has researched the 
field of drugs of abuse for thirty years. I have published over 700 papers and 26 
books, many in this field.  
 
In addition to my work for the ACMD I have served on other government bodies.  
 

• 1995-1999 Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology 'Soft' Drugs 
Steering Committee  

 
• 2003- 2005 Lead, DTI Foresight Programme “Brain Science Addiction and 

Drugs”           
 

• 1992-2005 – science consultant to the Ministry of Defence  
 

• 2005-2007 – member of the Defence Sciences Advisory Council (DSAC), 
during which time I helped conduct a major review of the medical aspects of 
defence research      

• 1995-2000 – member of the Advisory Committee on NHS Drugs     
 

• 2000 to 2005 - I served as one of the two psychiatrists on the Committee on 
Safety of Medicines (CSM), the body that determines the risk-benefit ratio of 
medicines and awards licences for them to be marketed. 

 
• 2000 – adviser on psychopharmacology to the British National Formulary 

(BNF) Adviser 
 

• 2000 - present - reviewer for NICE on psychotropic drugs including 
benzodiazepines, antidepressants and hypnotics 

 
• I have also given evidence to Parliamentary committees 

2000 – House of Lords committee on cannabis  
2004 – Home Affairs committee on drugs  
2005 - All-party drugs interest group 
2006 - Science and Technology Select Committee; Scientific Advice, Risk 

and  Evidence: How the Government Handles them. This meeting resulted in the 
ACMD being requested to review MDMA (ecstasy), a brief that the Council 
accepted. The Select committee also commissioned a report from the Rand 
corporation on drug classification which came to essentially similar conclusions to 
the ACMD (see below) 



•    I have also served professional societies: notably, I was president of the 
British Association of Psychopharmacology 2000-2002 and am currently 
president of the European College of Neuropsychopharmacology. Since 2007 
I have been a member of the European Brain Council and am president-elect 
of the British Neuroscience Association 

•   1993-1997 served as a member of the MRC project grants committee and 
from 2007 I have been a member of the MRC Neuroscience and Mental 
Health Board. In this role I have successfully promoted addiction research, 
which has gained a significant increase in funding as a result 

•   1997- 2000 Member of the Independent Inquiry into the Misuse of Drugs Act 
1971, Drugs and the Law, led by Viscountess Runciman. Report published in 
2000 

 
 
 
 
 
ACMD 
In 1999 I joined the Technical committee of the ACMD and the next year I became 
chair of this committee, and thus a member of the ACMD. 
 
In October 2008 I succeeded Sir Michael Rawlins as chair of the ACMD after a 
competitive interview. 
 
In the ten years I have worked for the ACMD I have made significant contributions in 
a number of areas: 

• On harm assessment processes, working with the Technical Committee 
members over several years, I developed the first systematic method of 
assessing drug harms. The data generated from this work was eventually 
published in the 2007 Lancet paper.  

 
• Contributed to the reviews of various drugs of concern including cannabis 

[x3], methylamphetamine, ketamine, buprenorphine, GHB, MDMA, khat, 
MDMA (ecstasy), BZP, spice and other “legal high”s and potential date-rape 
drugs. As a result of this work, ketamine and GHB were brought under the 
control of the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971, as class C drugs. Buprenorphine 
was kept as class C, Methylamphetamine was moved from class B to class A 
and BZP, spice and other “legal high”s will become class C in due course. 
Khat was considered not to be sufficiently harmful to require control at 
present. Ongoing reviews include anabolic steroids, cognition enhancers, 
polydrug use, early warning mechanisms, and the evidence base for the 
various forms of drug addiction treatment. 

 
• The story of cannabis is material to the current episode. In 2000 the ACMD 

were asked to review the classification of cannabis by the then Home Sec, 
David Blunkett. At that time cannabis products were either class A or class B. 
The ACMD recommended regrading all cannabis preparations  to C. This 
recommendation was widely supported in and came into law in early 2002. 
However there were some who believed that the increased strength of the 
skunk form of cannabis was of concern. There were also some new data 
emerging on cannabis and psychosis, so the next Home Secretary, Charles 
Clarke, asked us to review again the evidence on cannabis harms. We did so 
and again concluded that it was still a class C drug. Although the Home 
Secretary was concerned about this conclusion he accepted our advice (as 



had all previous Home Secretaries) and it was kept as class C. Soon after Mr 
Brown became Prime Minister he publically stated that he thought cannabis 
should be a class B drug as the new form skunk was “lethal”. This statement 
is scientifically incorrect and was made without consulting the ACMD. The 
chair explained to him the statutory requirement for him to consult us on such 
matters and he agreed we could review cannabis again. During this third 
review there were repeated briefings from the Cabinet Office to the effect that 
whatever the ACMD decided the PM had determined it would be class B. This 
interference with the due process caused considerable frustration to the 
ACMD and the then chair Sir Michael Rawlins wrote to the PM to say that if 
this discourteous behaviour did not stop, the ACMD would cease its review. 
This was agreed and the prejudicial comments from Number 10 stopped. 
However, despite the ACMD concluding that cannabis was still a class C 
drug, the government went against this advice, the first time that a 
government had ignored ACMD advice on drug classification since the 
inception of the MDAct in 1971. The argument put forward were that the 
harms of skunk could be greater than we had concluded and that its use was 
“unacceptable”  

 
• The MDMA (ecstasy) issue is also of relevance. The ACMD began to review 

its harms of this drug because of the apparent anomaly of its being class A 
that emerged after the harm assessment process. Impetus to this review was 
given by the Science and Technology Select Committee’s 2006 report, which 
criticised us for not having reviewed MDMA in over 20 years. At that 
committee hearing the Home Office minister Vernon Coaker stated that the 
Home Office would not change the classification of MDMA as they believed 
there was no safe dose and it could kill unpredictably. During the MDMA 
review it became clear that the Home Office was not engaged in the spirit of 
the process as the then Home Secretary Ms Jacqui Smith publicly stated that 
the review was “unwelcome”.  The ACMD report concluded that MDMA 
should be a class B drug. However before our report had been published, the 
Home Office made a public statement that it would not accept this 
recommendation invoking the “precautionary principle”. 

 
• I have led a major new approach to assessing drug harms using the new 

technique of Multi Criteria Decision Making. This work was a joint project 
between the Home Office and the MRC conducted by Prof Larry Phillips of 
the LSE. Starting from basic principles we derived a new set of parameters of 
personal and social harm against which to rate individual drugs. Our findings 
revealed that most of the conclusions of the earlier harm assessment process 
were secure and the significant harms of alcohol and tobacco were 
confirmed.  The process and the new set of harm parameters derived offer 
improved insights into the process of assessing relative harms that is more 
amenable to modelling changes in weightings and new harms. The success 
of this process is such that I believe it now needs to be taken into public 
consultation.   

 
 
Timing of relevant recent events  
 
In 2007 I [with 3 other authors] published a paper in the Health Policy section of the 
Lancet, reporting the results of an 8-year process of assessing drug harms using a 
new 9 point scale that I had developed for this process. Much of the data in the paper 
was generated by work that the Technical Committee had performed over the 
previous 4 years. The paper received a lot of media attention incuding several front 



page articles. The basic results had already been cited positively in the government 
Foresight report on Brain Science, Addiction and Drugs, by the Science & 
Technology Committee’s report on the use of evidence by government, and a report 
on drug policy from the Royal Society of Arts. This study was subsequently the 
subject of a BBC Horizon documentary. 
 
October 2008 I wrote a paper based on an insight I obtained from a patient of mine 
who had been permanently brain damaged from falling off her horse. I coined the 
term equasy [equine addiction syndrome] and compared the harms of horse riding 
with those of MDMA [ecstasy]. This paper was designed to provoke thoughtful 
discussion about the relative harms of two relatively common activities. I shared the 
contents of the paper with the ACMD secretariat and received useful feedback from 
them and the Home Office Chief Scientist, which I incorporated into the final piece, 
This paper was submitted for publication to the Journal of Psychopharmacology in 
my capacity as an academic researcher. My address on the paper was my 
department in Bristol, where I then worked, and I did not list the fact that I was a 
member of the ACMD. The paper was peer-reviewed by two independent referees 
and accepted for publication.   
 
6th Feb 2009 – I received a call from the Daily Telegraph informing me that they had 
been given a copy of the paper, which had just been published on-line [at that time I 
was not aware it had been published]. They made considerable noise about it and it 
was picked up by other newspapers and electronic media. 
 
9th Feb 2009 – I received a phone call from the Home Sec in my out patient clinic, 
criticising the ‘equasy’ paper and stating that her office had received multiple 
complaints about the article from parents whose children had been harmed by 
ecstasy. She claimed it was not logical to compare the harms of an illegal drug with 
those of a legal activity. I explained that for a drug to be controlled under the Misuse 
of Drugs Act 1971 there had to be some threshold of harms exceeded so it seemed 
reasonable to explore what this threshold might be by examining other harmful 
activities. She did not accept the value of this approach and demanded that I 
apologised to the parents. I explained that I had not intended to offend anyone and 
was simply trying to put some balance into the drug harms debate. However, under 
the pressure of a phone call from the Home Secretary in the middle of my clinical 
working time, I apologised, through her, to any families that were upset by the article.  
She also asked if I was a “legaliser” and I replied that I was not and had repeatedly 
made statements to this effect in public.  
 
Mid Feb 2009  - the Centre for Crime and Justice Studies at King’s College London 
invites me to give the Eve Saville lecture, a named annual academic lecture.  I 
discussed this with the Home Office science secretariat and developed the content of 
my lecture and the slides with their assistance.  The lecture was advertised amongst 
other places on the Home Office web site. 
 
July 14th   2009 gave the lecture which was well received including by members of the 
Home Office science secretariat who attended. I received positive feedback from 
many attendees including several prison governors. 
 
September 2009  - I was sent the transcript of my talk Centre for Crime and Justice 
Studies and I then edited it to make it a (somewhat) more intelligible paper. 
 
Mid October 2009 -  the transcript of the lecture was put on the Centre for Crime and 
Justice Studies web site. 
 



Tuesday 27th Oct – in my role as chair of the ACMD, I gave evidence to the Home 
Affairs Select Committee on the cocaine trade. The discussion widened to 
encompass other aspects of the Misuse of Drugs Act, including thresholds of harm 
for inclusion in the Act and the class system. I mentioned my growing concerns about 
the harms of ketamine, especially bladder pathology, and said that I felt we needed 
to monitor the issue in case it might need to be moved up from class C. This 
statement attracted some press interest and I was later approached through the 
Home Office to do an interview for BBC radio 1 the following Monday. 
 
Thursday 29th Oct - the transcript of the Eve Saville lecture was publicised by the 
Centre for Crime and Justice Studies with a press release. A shortened version of the 
lecture was published as an article by me in the Guardian, and I gave interviews for 
BBC radio and TV. I told the Home Office about these broadcasts in advance.  Later 
that day other broadcasters approached me and I gave further interviews.  
 
Thursday 29th - in the afternoon the secretary to the ACMD called me. He said 
certain elements in the Home Office were unhappy with my media activity that day 
and he asked if I could have an informal meeting with him and the Chief Scientist the 
next morning to discuss things.  We also discussed a piece I was asked to write for 
the Times and which I was finishing off for the evening deadline. It was suggested 
that pursuing this publication might inflame the current situation; I accepted this 
analysis and did not submit the piece [although I submitted a modified version, 
updated to include details of my sacking, the following Saturday and it was published 
the following Monday].   
 
About 1630hrs I had a phone call from the office of the Government Chief Scientist to 
ask how I was feeling and on what number Prof Beddington might call me? Later – 
about 18.30 – the office rang back to say that Prof Beddington hadn’t had the time to 
call me as he was rushing to the airport. Prof Beddington’s secretary asked what the 
Home Office were doing for me and I explained that I was seeing the Home Office 
Chief Scientist the next morning. This appeared to reassure him that I was getting 
appropriate support from fellow government scientists.  
 
I came to London that evening. 
 
Friday 30th, over breakfast at a restaurant near the Home Office, I had an informal 
discussion with the Home Office Chief Scientist and the ACMD secretary about the 
events of the day.  My view was that I thought the reporting had generally been 
positive and balanced, though some interviewers seemed not quite to grasp what I 
was saying. When asked about future plans I said that my next media interaction 
would be less contentious as I was going to giving an interview with BBC radio 1 the 
following Monday on my growing concerns about ketamine. This interview had been 
arranged through the Home Office, based on reports of my comments to the Home 
Affairs Select Committee on Tuesday of that week [27th Oct]. It was suggested that 
this interview be cancelled to allow some of the heat engendered by the interviews of 
the day before to die down.  I agreed to this plan of action and went to Imperial 
College at South Kensington for the start-up meeting of an MRC addiction research 
cluster, in which I am a collaborator. 
 
12.00hrs - I received a phone call from the BBC saying they had been told by the 
Home Office that I couldn’t give the Monday interview on ketamine as “my position is 
under review”  and asking for my comment. I replied that this was the first I knew of 
this. 
 



12.06hrs -  I emailed the Home Office press office and ACMD secretary detailing the 
content of the phone call and ask for confirmation that this allegation was correct. 
The ACMD secretary replied he would look into it. 
 
15.00hrs approx - I was phoned by the secretary of the ACMD asking if I had access 
to my emails and suggesting I open the one from the Home Secretary. 
 
15.05 - I opened the email from the Home Secretary and discovered that I had been 
sacked.  I then gave my lecture at the meeting.  
 
16.22  - I emailed my letter to the Home Secretary expressing my disappointment in 
his decision. I then sent an email to the members of the ACMD [via the ACMD 
secretary] explaining I had been sacked from Council. I thanked them for their 
interactions with me over the years. I attached a copy of the Home Secretary’s letter 
and my reply. 
 
16.29  - I emailed the Science Media Centre and the BBC to inform them of these 
events: I forwarded the letter from the Home Secretary and my reply.  
 
 
Relevant aspects of the code of practice defining my roles are  
 
representing the ACMD to the public or the media as arranged by the 
secretariat  

and  
acting in the public interest 
 
sharing in the general responsibility to consider the wider context in which their 
expertise is employed; 
 
 acting with a presumption of openness  
 
I my view my actions in relation to the Eve Saville lecture and the subsequent 
reactions of the media and the government have been fully within this remit. Indeed 
one could take the view, as I have, that many of them are required by it. 
 
 
 
I also refer you to the Seven principles of public life one of which is:  
 
Openness 
Holders of public office should be as open as possible about all the decisions and 
actions that they take. They should give reasons for their decisions and restrict 
information only when the wider public interest clearly demands. 
 
 
 
Nov  11th 2009 


