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ROB WHITE


There exists a proliferation of establishments that purport to “detoxify” and “rehabilitate” extremely vulnerable people from dependency on alcohol and other substances. There are worrying absences of an evidence base, qualified staff, ethical standards, and ongoing support—and an even more worrying tendency to concentrate more on securing fees than on achieving success in overcoming these life threatening conditions. As a result, alcohol misusers are in danger of haemorrhaging as briskly from their bank balances as from their guts. Some of the residents in these facilities are funded either by the NHS or by their local authority, which makes the apparent lack of regulation a matter of public concern. 
Treatment by the NHS of the most serious complications of chronic alcohol misuse, notably liver failure, is superb. NHS management of the underlying conditions of alcohol dependency, however, is abysmal. In the case of my son, there was, as so often, a potentially lethal mixture of alcoholism, depression, anxiety, and adverse social circumstances contributing to a pattern of recurrent drinking. To be fair, he underwent a period of 10 days’ detoxification in a distant NHS hospital, and a couple of brief psychiatric admissions locally, but in general, the upshot was that a full psychiatric assessment could not be undertaken while he was still drinking.
In the absence of ongoing NHS supervision of alcohol dependency (and possibly other substances), the private sector has expanded to fill the void. So called detox and rehab businesses are easily found online and often offer immediate residential treatment. Any statistical evidence of their effectiveness, as measured by maintenance of sobriety at one, two, or five years, is strikingly lacking. So parting with perhaps £3000 for one week’s detox or £4500 for four weeks’ detox and rehab is a leap into the all enveloping dark.
At my son’s first centre, which was highly recommended, daily instruction was carried out mostly by former alcohol or drug users who had become so called counsellors, but who had received little formal training. My son did well for four weeks, and his health visibly improved. Then he received some bad news and bought a couple of bottles of vodka, whereupon he was summarily discharged. My complaint that this constituted a breach of the institution’s duty of care and my request for reimbursement of some of the fee were dismissed. 
He paid about £4000 for a further four week course elsewhere, which was successful for some weeks after his discharge, until another stressful event precipitated another relapse. This may have been because the centre had been too far away to arrange any follow-up treatment, which is essential. For this failure my son was, of course, entirely to blame, but this failure is characteristic of people in his situation.
His third experience was the worst. One evening, under the influence of alcohol as usual, he contacted a rehab organisation and booked a 12 week residential programme to begin the next day, paying £1000 deposit. I advised him strongly against this, because his work and personal problems required his presence at home. He went in the morning regardless, again considerably inebriated and agitated, but on arrival he had second thoughts.
Then, a so called counsellor telephoned me to say that my advice not to attend was not in my son’s best interests and that he was too befuddled to make an informed decision. My son stuck to his guns and came home the same afternoon, issued with some chlordiazepoxide for the journey, but not before the staff had swiped a further £5990 from his debit card, the full cost of the programme. 
They have refused to refund any of this, but have offered to reinstate the course of treatment. This handling of such a vulnerable individual amounts to exploitation: my son was not of sufficient mental capacity to make a valid contract, and, indeed, urgent psychiatric admission followed.
An inquiry to the Care Quality Commission elicited only the response that the Commission considers that the establishment concerned should be required to register with them, and that, should they receive such an application, they will take my views into consideration.
More recently, my son has engaged with another organisation to undertake a so called community detox—that is, at home—for £1600. The next morning, a locum GP from another town arrived and wrote a prescription for some chlordiazepoxide, diazepam, and metoclopramide. His telephone contact had promised a daily visit or at least a phone call from a nurse or a counsellor, but only one such visit occurred and nothing more was heard from them except an expression of amazement on being told that so little of the promised supervision had materialised. 
My son is currently in negotiations with yet another organisation, but only one outcome is assured—the expenditure of £2000 to £4000 for a week or 10 days’ detox. The negotiations seem to be having a positive outcome. One clinic is so keen to secure his custom that they have sent a car to pick him up. While he is packing, a different clinic is repeatedly and insistently on the phone, claiming that they had spent more time talking with him than the first clinic, and that he had promised to spend the next 10 days with them. 
The competition is clearly keen.
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