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This article was first published in Drink and Drugs News magazine, edition March 2026

If you are running a substance misuse service right now (especially a CQC regulated one), you don’t need me to
tell you that the landscape is challenging. You're navigating regulation, funding pressures, staffing,
commissioning cycles, and the uncertainty of predicting which aspects of the sector may become the next
political football. Given these varying pressures, hopefully it may help to share a practical assessment of what
actually matters.

Let’s start with the CQC. The regulatory framework is there for good reason, and most providers genuinely want
to meet (and exceed) those standards. But the reality is that compliance has become more resource-heavy over
time. The CQC expects robust governance, strong clinical oversight, clear evidence of outcomes, and a culture
that supports safe, person-centred care.

None of that is unreasonable, but it does mean you're constantly investing in systems, training, and
documentation. Smaller providers often feel this the most because they’re expected to operate with the same
level of assurance as a large NHS trust, but without the same infrastructure or financial buffer.

From a legal standpoint, and with increasing enforcement action by CQC, the risk profile has increased too.
More scrutiny means more potential exposure if something goes wrong. Providers are having to think not just
about delivering good care, but about demonstrating it in a way that satisfies regulators.

Government funding is, of course, a major and persistent pressure point. As providers will have experienced,
local authorities are facing intense financial pressure in funding substance misuse services, driven by a
combination of historical budget cuts, rising demand and inflationary pressures, despite significant, time-limited
cash injections from the central government. While over £5600m in additional funding was promised through to
2025 to rebuild the sector, this followed a period where spending on drug and alcohol services fell by 27 per
cent in real terms.

The complexity of national government versus local authority funding routes creates short commissioning
cycles, tight budgets, and contracts that don’t always reflect the true cost of delivering regulated care.

From a legal and commercial perspective, that instability makes long-term planning difficult. You're being asked
to commit to high standards without the financial certainty that usually underpins that level of responsibility. And
because funding varies so widely between regions, providers often find themselves operating in a patchwork of
financial realities. One contract may be viable; another may barely cover safe staffing.
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There’s also been a noticeable increase in private investment in the sector. Investors see the demand, the policy
attention, and the potential for growth. That can be positive; with investment having the potential to modernise
facilities, expand capacity and support innovation. It also requires risk management. When financial targets and
clinical obligations collide, it's the provider who carries the regulatory liability.

Demand continues to grow, and people are presenting with more complex needs. NHS mental health services
are stretched, which means more people turn to substance misuse providers for support that sits outside their
original remit.

Legally and operationally, this increases risk exposure. Higher risk referrals, stretched staffing, and rising
caseloads all make it harder to maintain the standards that clients, commissioners, and CQC expect. Providers
are often left trying to balance compassion with capacity, and that’s not an easy place to operate.

As providers, you're being asked to deliver high-quality, compassionate care in a market shaped by unstable
funding and rising demand. You're carrying the regulatory risk, the operational risk, and the reputational risk.
From a legal perspective, it’s a perfect storm — high expectations, high accountability, and low predictability.

There are opportunities ahead, but they do to an extent depend on the system becoming more stable. Longer-
term contracts would provide the greater certainty needed to invest in staff and infrastructure. Consistent and

reasonable government funding could rebuild capacity. A greater integration of health and social care systems
would help create more joined-up pathways, which would reduce pressure on providers who currently feel like

they're holding the whole system together.

In the meantime, the best advice | can offer is to stay proactive: keep governance tight, keep documentation
strong, and keep pushing commissioners for clarity and realism. You're operating in a demanding environment,
but you're also delivering essential, life-changing work. And the system needs providers like you to stay resilient.

If you would like advice or support on any of the issues raised in this article, our specialist Health & Social Care
team is here to help.
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