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Barrow in Furness Drugs Deaths

1 Purpose of Report

1.1 This report seeks to provide an update on the intensive activity in Barrow in 
Furness to address the recent spike in drug poisoning deaths. 

2 Issues for Scrutiny

2.1 Barrow Drugs Deaths Response Group was set up in response to an 
increased number of drug poisoning deaths in South Cumbria from 
December 2017. 

2.2 The role of the Group is to coordinate actions to prevent further drug 
poisoning deaths, and to support those impacted by drug misuse in South 
Cumbria. 

2.3 All actions have been informed by the best available evidence and guidance, 
shared intelligence, lessons learnt through review of drug poisoning deaths 
in Cumbria and elsewhere, and stakeholder views.

3 Background

3.1 Drug poisoning deaths can be due to prescription and over-the-counter 
drugs, or due to illegal drugs.  They are mostly accidental poisonings but 
some are suicides.  They are an important cause of death in both middle-
aged and young adults, leading to the avoidable loss of many years of life. 
The majority of those who die are male. 

3.2 Drug poisoning deaths in England have been increasing since 2013 and now 
stand at the highest level ever recorded. This is thought to be due to a 
combination of factors including increased availability of heroin, increasing 
rates of suicide, more people using multiple drugs and/or alcohol at once, 
increased prescription of some medicines, coupled with improved reporting 
of drug deaths.



3.3 About 70% of drug poisoning deaths are ‘drug misuse deaths’.  This means 
deaths due to drug abuse or dependence, or poisonings which involve a 
‘controlled’ drug (illegal drugs, but also some strong prescription drugs such 
as morphine or tramadol).  The majority of these deaths will involve an illegal 
drug, but many will involve other prescription or over-the counter-drugs as 
well, and a few will be just due to prescription drugs.  In other words this 
issue is not just about illegal drug use.

3.4 During December 2017, concerns were raised locally about the number of 
suspected drug poisoning deaths that were being reported across South 
Cumbria. In response to this, a multiagency group, consisting of 
representatives from public health, Cumbria County Council, the police, 
social services, the ambulance service, primary and secondary care, Unity 
and The Well was formed. The aim of this South Cumbria Drug Poisoning 
Death Response Group was to try and minimise the harm from drugs and 
drug poisoning in Cumbria.

3.5 As a result of the work of this group drugs deaths in Barrow have reduced. 
Including the initial spike in Barrow locality, there have been 26 deaths & 28 
‘near misses’ since December 2017. There has been a marked slowdown in 
the last few months, with 4 deaths reported since June 2019. Details of 
those individuals who have been brought to the attention to the Police have 
been shared with Unity and The Well. There is an acceptance that the speed 
of sharing this information has contributed to saving lives. It could be argued 
that without this intensive work, the number of deaths would be much higher.

3.6  

Through the work of the South Cumbria Drugs Poisoning Death Response 
Group, a number of initiatives have been implemented. These are listed 
below;

 A partnership approach: The multidisciplinary nature of the group 
has meant regular dialogue between agencies. This has led to 
increased understanding, partnership working and information 
sharing. It is hoped that these strengthened relationships will help to 
improve pathways, provide more ‘joined-up’ care, and ultimately save 
lives. 

 A trigger plan for near misses: A trigger plan has been developed 
to try and minimise the risk of death after a ‘near miss’ event. The 
police act as a central hub for reporting of near misses, and people 
identified to be at risk are supported with assertive outreach. There 
were almost 30 near misses identified during 2018, and the majority 
of these are working with Unity and/or The Well.

 Police operation: There has been a successful 10-month police 
operation to target county lines that has resulted in the arrests of 30 
people.



 Type 1 diabetes support: The secondary care diabetes team and 
Unity have worked together to develop pathways and protocols to 
ensure that people who have type 1 diabetes and also have a history 
of drug misuse receive the care that they need. 

 Education: Two education sessions were held for the prescribing 
leads at G.P. practices across South Cumbria. The findings of this 
review were shared and best practice in terms of prescribing for long 
term pain management was discussed. Unity has also delivered 
training sessions to junior doctors at Furness General Hospital (FGH).

 Naloxone: Every opiate user, as well as individuals attending the 
needle exchange at Unity, have been issued with a Naloxone pen (if 
they are willing to take one) or a prescription for one.

 Assertive outreach/hospital in-reach: The Well provided a hospital 
in-reach service to people undergoing alcohol detox at Furness 
General Hospital (FGH) since July 2018. They also provided assertive 
outreach to people who are identified by the trigger plan (described 
above). The level of engagement amongst those identified has been 
high, and the programme has had a significant impact on service 
users. The Well are able to offer a wide range of personalised support 
activities. These can range from support groups and clubs (such as 
football, gardening, yoga and mindfulness) to one-to-one 
psychological and practical support. Sadly funding for this element of 
the response has now ended. Work is underway to identify alternative 
funding streams so that this valuable work can be reinstated

 Egerton Court Wellbeing Hub: A wellbeing hub contained within a 
flat at Egerton Court has been developed and is now open. The flat 
provides support to vulnerable adults with drug or alcohol addiction 
and aims to address additional mental health or social issues. It also 
brings a strong partnership presence to the area, supports community 
engagement and is helping to build trust amongst residents. 

3.6 Egerton Court Wellbeing Hub opened on Wednesday 30th January 2019 
and a number of tenants have been through the Hub every day to receive 
the necessary support from agencies such as The Well, Mind, Women’s 
Community Matters, CADAS and Health & Wellbeing Coaches. Partners are 
reporting that some of the tenants were not known to agencies previously.

3.7 The Well staff the Hub for the majority of the time, including out of hours in 
the evening, and the Police also support the Hub by ensuring their proactive 
response team are available during Hub opening hours.

3.8 The Egerton Lives evaluation that took place prior to the Hub opening, as a 
benchmark. Subsequent evaluations have evidenced that tenants felt that 
Egerton Court had improved over the last 12 months, with the majority 
confirming they have used the Hub for support ranging from general advice 



to drugs and alcohol issues. The partners in the Hub work with tenants to 
build relationships and trust to further support their needs ensuring that the 
Hub continues to be appropriate to the tenants’ requirements.

3.9 Since the initial spike in drug related deaths in Barrow 2 years ago the group 
has continued to meet on a bi-monthly basis. Valuable networks and 
systems have been implemented, both at a locality level and County level. 
Information is now shared quicker and more often than it has previously. 

3.10 Cumbria recently launched a Local Drugs Information System. This is an 
interactive multi- agency system for professionals likely to come across the 
use of New Psychoactive Substances, (which were previously known as 
legal highs) and/or adulterated traditional drugs. This allows for the 
cascading of information or warnings to appropriate staff and when deemed 
necessary to send alerts to specific target audiences of service users and/or 
the media/public.

3.11 There is no doubt that the work that has taken place since the initial spike 
has had a major impact on reducing the number of drugs deaths. However, 
there is still work to be done to maintain this momentum going forward and 
the Barrow group will continue to meet to ensure that this happens. 

Lesley Graham
Public Health Locality Manager – Barrow
22nd December 2019
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