Cocaine use surges among Britain’s middle-aged professionals, fuelling hidden addictions
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Across Britain, a distinct trend is emerging as households continue to receive their weekly deliveries of organic produce, Amazon packages, and takeaways. Yet, alongside these commonplace items, a hidden delivery is becoming increasingly ubiquitous: small bags of cocaine. This phenomenon highlights a significant shift in drug usage patterns in the UK, where the demand for cocaine is surging among middle-aged professionals, especially those in their thirties to forties.
The current landscape of drug use in the UK is alarming. A recent report from the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime reveals that approximately one in 40 British adults are regular cocaine users, positioning the UK as the country with the second-highest cocaine consumption rates globally—surpassing all other European nations. Cocaine is no longer the domain of the party scene; instead, it has infiltrated the daily lives of many families, with users ranging from weekend fathers to professional mothers finding solace in this Class A drug.
Cocaine-related fatalities have spiked alarmingly, with over 1,100 deaths reported in 2023 alone—a figure ten times higher than a decade prior. According to data from the Office for National Statistics, the largest cohort of these fatalities includes Millennials and Generation X, particularly men aged between 40 and 49 years. 
Rachel Cooper, now 36, exemplifies this trend. Having first experimented with cocaine at 17, her usage escalated significantly during the COVID-19 lockdown in 2020. "All I was doing was sitting in the garden and drinking, and my cocaine use just got really bad," she shared in an interview with the Daily Mail. For Cooper, the drug became a necessity, undermining her well-structured life and leading her to spend staggering amounts—over £800 in a single weekend—while managing the facade of a functional parent and professional. 
The National Crime Agency (NCA) reports that around 117 tonnes of cocaine are consumed annually across England, Scotland, and Wales, with the UK cocaine market valued at approximately £11 billion. In the year ending March 2024, police and Border Force seized over 28 tonnes of cocaine, marking a 52% increase from the previous year—the highest volume recorded since 1973.
Cocaine's accessibility and relatively stable price—around £50 per gram—alongside its rising purity levels, have made it an attractive choice for stressed parents. A mother of four from west London, remaining anonymous, described her local environment as rife with cocaine use, stating, "Where I live, everyone... is doing it." She pointed out that for many, cocaine provides an escapism that is "cheaper than a therapist."
Compounding the issue is the dangerous mix of cocaine and alcohol, which poses serious health risks. The combination leads to the production of cocaethylene in the liver, intensifying the drug's effects while elevating the likelihood of memory loss and severe long-term health consequences. 
Scott Ardley from the addiction treatment charity Rehabs UK highlights the troubling trend of older users, noting an increase in those reaching out for help with cocaine addiction. "When people start using, many initially do it for fun, but they soon begin to rely on it as 'fuel'," Ardley explained. He illustrated the hidden nature of cocaine use among high-functioning professionals, remarking, "You can get away with your expensive habit—no one suspects you’re on it."
As cocaine users age, the repercussions on family life can be severe. High-profile cases, such as that of a mother from Kent who was fined for driving under the influence while collecting her children from school, shed light on the acute risks addiction poses not just to individuals but to their families. Furthermore, instances of parents losing control and endangering their children underscore the urgency of addressing this growing issue.
In 2023, the number of hospital admissions for cocaine-related complications among individuals aged 60 to 69 was concerning, with a total of 441 cases recorded for seizures and overdoses. Moreover, reports indicate that three hospitalised users were in their nineties, indicating a troubling trend of addiction across the lifespan.
Rachel Cooper, now advocating for recovery and awareness of addiction, expressed her struggles with motherhood as an addict. "I never did it when they [my children] were in the house. That was my rule. But when they were gone...,” she confided, reflecting the duality of her life. Despite her children being well cared for, she was haunted by the fear that her addiction would lead to intervention from social services.
The issue of cocaine addiction in middle-aged populations reveals a complex narrative of hidden struggles, escalating health risks, and the social ramifications of drug use in family settings. As these trends evolve, the landscape of drug addiction in the UK continues to present new challenges for individuals, families, and society as a whole.
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