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Introduction

In 2017, a sudden rise in the number of people injecting in 
public areas in Belfast city centre required a new response that 
met the needs of this population. There was also an associated 
rise in discarded injecting equipment and both fatal and 
non- fatal overdoses. Local authorities knew little about this 
new group of people who used public spaces such as public 
toilets, alleys, and scrub areas as their injecting environment. 
A large Northern Ireland (NI) organisation, Extern was 
already working with a range of vulnerable populations 
including those who are homeless and who use drugs in 
Belfast and other areas throughout NI. Two senior Extern 
workers began a mapping exercise in summer 2017, logging 
and removing discarded injecting equipment and recording 
engagement with people who use drugs. It was soon clear 
that the scale of the issue had been underestimated. Extern 
offered assistance with practical support for individuals with a 
range of interventions including needle exchange, responding 
to potential overdoses, signposting to appropriate services 
such as housing, wound care, substitution, blood borne virus 
(BBV) vaccination, testing, and treatment.

Subsequently, eight staff within Extern were trained in 
assertive outreach and a small pot of funding was secured. The 
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136 Challenges and Necessity of Co-production

organisation piloted an assertive outreach service to continue 
to remove discarded equipment and engage with people 
who inject drugs in the city centre. The project established 
relationships with injectors who were unknown to other 
support services and worked in partnership to effect positive 
change for the service users. The majority of service users’ 
injecting knowledge and practice was poor, so soft tissue 
infections were very common, and overdoses were an almost 
daily occurrence among the wider population. Additionally, a 
number of service users were young females who were highly 
vulnerable to predation. Since then, deaths involving heroin, 
morphine, and cocaine were recorded as being the highest 
on record in 2018– 19 in NI. One hundred and eighty- nine 
people died because of drugs in 2019– 20 with just over half 
(95) being men aged 25– 44 (NISRA, 2020). During the 
first COVID lockdown, anecdotal reports from frontline 
drug outreach workers and service users in Belfast indicated 
that drug overdose deaths initially decreased, but rates were 
beginning to increase again since the first national lockdown 
was lifted.

Local information from staff and service users within the 
Street Injectors Support Service (SISS) showed that at the 
beginning of the first lockdown in March– May 2020, levels 
of heroin use fell due to decreased supply, and less funds were 
available because of the lack of street begging opportunities 
(Extern, 2020). Service users and Extern staff worked together 
to highlight that there had also been an increasing reliance 
on opioids mixed with street manufactured benzodiazepines, 
which are highly potent and increase the chance of overdose 
deaths when ingested with opioids. Anecdotally, there have 
been reported changes in trends in drugs and alcohol use, 
specifically a move away from heroin to the use of more 
synthetic cannabinoids with concomitant use of street benzos 
and other ‘unknown’ substances. Extern staff are reliant on 
partnership working with service users to inform practice and 
note the trends in drug use behaviours, which have changed 
on a weekly basis, and the service has responded accordingly.

After the start of the lockdown on 16 March 2020, the 
SISS project moved to a seven- day week, working 12- hour 
shifts until June 2020. These shifts were conducted by worker 
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dyads (primarily comprised of counsellor, social work trained 
individuals, and non- professional workers, all with years of 
experience within the sector). During the pandemic, SISS 
workers spend their time giving harm reduction advice, 
checking hostel eligibility, retrieving needles from known 
needle drop areas and administering naloxone packs. They 
also administer naloxone in overdose situations on the streets 
prior to the arrival of the emergency services and have saved 
countless lives over the last two years.

Prior to and during the pandemic, the SISS workers 
assess the needs of each individual they encounter on street 
outreach. Where further support is required, the worker 
makes a further assessment in full partnership with the service 
users and ascertains the most relevant referral pathway. The 
workers also signpost service users daily to relevant agencies 
in order to provide them with an excellent service and ensure 
they receive the wrap- around support needed. The outreach 
approach enables engagement with the same individuals on 
numerous occasions over months, and in some cases over a 
number of years. These interactions are important as they 
provide the team with the time to engage with the individual 
and build a trusting professional relationship. It also enables 
the workers to develop an understanding of the individual’s 
circumstances and provide sufficient support, ensuring that 
it is inclusive, co- produced, person- centred, and needs- led 
(Galvanni, 2012; ACMD, 2019).

M’s experiences of COVID- 19

M was born in Lithuania prior to the dissolution of the USSR. 
He is an active opioid user and tried several times to stop 
using heroin and other drugs. He has been street homeless 
on regular occasions and cannot access the majority of 
hostel accommodation as he has a dog, which is his constant 
companion. He calls the dog (B) his ‘border patrol’ dog 
as the border collie affords him love and protection. One 
hostel permits him to bring his dog into the building, but 
that organisation has had reduced occupation during the 
pandemic. M has linked with the Extern service over the last 

Brought to you by Queen's University Belfast | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 11/08/22 01:58 PM UTC



138 Challenges and Necessity of Co-production

six years and has availed of support services over that time. He 
has worked closely with the organisation and his experiences 
have informed practice and interaction with other drug users 
who have arrived in NI under a range of circumstances.

M discussed his use of drugs and how he had bought 
subutex (opioid maintenance medication), as he found it very 
difficult to get a prescription for methadone or subutex.

I buy the subutex on the street … I couldn’t get it for 
long time otherwise [ie could not get a prescription]. I 
also get methadone on the street and was then trying to 
go down, down, down off it … I don’t want the same 
addiction [with methadone] and then you just swap your 
drug … I don’t like that…

He described how the pandemic had made it difficult to 
make money as he would usually. ‘I had [previously] survived 
through begging … yes it’s very hard … today I don’t know 
where to go … yesterday there were one or two people passing 
… don’t know how I can get money now.’

M likened his current situation to the levels within an online 
gaming session as he tried to battle through the various levels.

And now it’s like it is another harder level … like you know 
when you play the games and you stuck on a level … I 
came off the drugs and then end up on the street again but 
now it’s harder, much harder because of the COVID so 
now I need to get to the next level.

M was disheartened that local people who use drugs, who had 
supported each other prior to the pandemic, were now more 
likely to participate in negative interpersonal relations with 
their peers because they were finding it difficult to survive. 
‘They do not have enough money to support their drug 
habit, they are stealing from each other, they are robbing each 
other. Its survival … it’s a jungle.’

There are multiple oppressions and stigma experienced by 
people who are homeless and who have substance use problems 
(ACMD, 2019). These problems can be exacerbated when 
people have migrated or been trafficked from another country. 
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Drug use and street homelessness 139

People who have lived through upheaval, migration, trauma, 
and modern slavery are also disadvantaged by the lack of 
adequate structural government response to their situations. 
People are often stuck in a system, which is slow, unwieldy, 
and hard to navigate, and has become increasingly complex 
for the immigrant population, asylum seekers, and trafficked 
individuals. This problem has been further exacerbated by the 
pandemic.

Ongoing and emerging issues during the pandemic

At the beginning of the pandemic, the SISS team noticed an 
increase in the number of needles that were discarded. Data 
highlights that in April 2020 there were 601 needle finds. 
However, the team identified a decline in needle finds in May 
2020, as 441 needles were recorded by the outreach team. 
The team indicated that this was because they had adapted 
service delivery and focused primarily on providing support 
to the cohort of clients that were experiencing psychological 
difficulties. Unfortunately, due to the pandemic other relevant 
services were unable to support clients face- to- face. Therefore, 
SISS witnessed an increase in the number of people that they 
were supporting, and incidents that they were responding 
to on a regular basis. Consequently, SISS could not rely on 
the network of information that had been available prior to 
lockdown, and therefore it was important that the relationship 
between the team and service users became more reciprocally 
engaging at each level of communication and interaction.

During the pandemic, SISS workers continued to identify 
young injectors who had very little experience of injecting 
drug use. Their limited experience led to particular issues, 
including infections, abscesses, and inadvertently hitting 
nerves while injecting. A number of service users highlighted 
the importance of the SISS guidance and commented on how 
important harm reduction advice is to people who inject drugs 
on the street. In addition, service users provide information 
on rapidly changing drug using behaviours, thus informing 
the harm reduction advice offered by SISS.
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140 Challenges and Necessity of Co-production

M highlighted how some people still take dangerous risks 
even with the support Extern offers.

People think of nothing but their hit … after a hit there is 
nothing … If Extern service wasn’t here people would use 
dirty needles … I know many guys who get out of police 
station before all this and got a little stuff hidden. He is 
running around [anonymised area] and is looking for the 
needle … he is finding the needle, he don’t even wash it 
properly and then he doing his thing … Such a face palm! 
… It’s scary.

Harm reduction advice the reduces the risk of people re- 
using previously used equipment, which reduces risk of blood 
borne viruses, skin infections, deep vein thrombosis, and 
other physical health conditions (Pericàs et al, 2019; PHE, 
2019). To reduce injecting related issues, the Extern team 
also continues to promote smoking opiates as opposed to 
injecting.

As the city centre began to reopen after the first lockdown, 
communities across the UK were experiencing a sense of 
expectancy and uncertainty in the post first wave juncture. 
The team continued to work with service users who were 
extremely vulnerable and were struggling with the ongoing 
pandemic in addition to already complex comorbidities. It was 
clear that the extra pressure associated with the pandemic was 
continuing to have an impact on the most vulnerable service 
users who had limited or no support. The team continued to 
engage with people who were struggling to access money to 
buy substances and who were experiencing or were at risk of 
overdoses due to the lack of availability of some substances 
and/ or support services.

SISS continued to work from an assertive outreach approach 
to support people via the provision of injecting equipment, 
naloxone, and basic harm reduction advice. The project also 
continues to support the police service of Northern Ireland 
(PSNI), the Northern Ireland Ambulance Service, and local 
business within a collaborative partnership.
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What needs to be done

 • In future, local, regional, or national crisis situations, 
supporting individuals who are opioid dependent and 
homeless to access substitute prescribing in a timely 
fashion should be prioritised.

 • Ensure that people who use or have used drugs have 
access to medication, which will prevent them from 
experiencing sickness or withdrawals, while also 
reducing the risks of engagement in street activity to 
access substances.

 • Naloxone provision, harm reduction advice, guidance 
and face- to- face support need to be made available to 
people who use drugs on the streets and who are often 
lacking in support.

 • We must ensure that service users are heard through 
synergetic and reciprocal working relationships with 
service providers as the usefulness and effectiveness 
of these services relies on their experiences, expert 
knowledge, and practical suggestions for change.
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