
 

Fear of police stop and search can deter
opioid users from carrying anti-overdose kits

September 12 2018, by Andrew Mcauley And Liz Aston

  
 

  

Naloxone counteracts the effects of an overdose. Credit: Ethypharm

The levels of fatal overdose in the UK are catastrophic. More than 4,500
people died of a drug-related death in 2017 alone. In Scotland, the figure
totalled 934, the highest ever annually recorded. Drug mortality rates in
Scotland per head of population are roughly two and half times higher

1/5
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https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/vital-events/deaths/drug-related-deaths-in-scotland/2017


 

than the UK average, and among the highest in Europe. The vast
majority of these deaths continue to involve opioids such as heroin,
morphine and methadone.

One of the Scottish government's flagship responses to this drug death
crisis has been a national naloxone programme. Naloxone is an antidote
that has been used in emergency medicine since the 1970s to treat the
effects of opioid overdoses. Scotland began freely supplying naloxone
kits to people who use drugs for peer administration in 2011, becoming
the first country in the world to do so nationally. It also made them
available to drug users' friends and family and to practitioners working
in the field.

Wales and Norway have since launched comparable national
programmes. Drug users in England have been receiving kits since 2015,
but this is at the discretion of local authorities, so availability varies
around the country. Other countries, including Australia, Canada and the
US, are a similar mixed bag of availability – though in many cases,
people have to pay.

In Scotland, around 40,000 naloxone kits have been supplied to date.
Mortality rates among those at greatest risk – people recently released
from prison – have plummeted, from roughly 10% to 4% in a decade.
Yet this is completely overshadowed by the surging figure for drug
deaths as a whole, 87% of which were from opioids. One of the only
other regions where stats about the impact of naloxone kits are available
is British Columbia, which showed that almost 300 people had been
saved by their programme since it was rapidly expanded in 2016.

In 2015, we reported Scottish data which highlighted an unusual
paradox: naloxone kits were reaching growing numbers of people who
inject drugs, but fewer than one in ten kits were being carried around as
intended. Our latest data, illustrated in the graph below, suggests this was
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http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/system/files/publications/4667/Assessment%20of%20drug-induced%20death%20data.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.3109/09687637.2012.682232
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Naloxone
https://gov.wales/topics/people-and-communities/communities/safety/substancemisuse/harm/naloxone/?lang=en
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/feb/16/norway-trial-nasal-spray-antidote-heroin-overdose
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/widening-the-availability-of-naloxone/widening-the-availability-of-naloxone
https://www.release.org.uk/blog/take-home-naloxone-england
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29744980
https://towardtheheart.com/naloxone
https://www.surgeongeneral.gov/priorities/opioid-overdose-prevention/naloxone-advisory.html
https://www.isdscotland.org/Health-Topics/Drugs-and-Alcohol-Misuse/Publications/2017-11-07/2017-11-07-Naloxone-Report.pdf?28605288268
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(17)30656-6/fulltext?code=lancet-site
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpub/article/PIIS2468-2667(18)30044-6/fulltext?code=lancet-site
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S037687161600106X


 

not a blip; carriage rates of naloxone remain stubbornly low.

Naloxone kits among people who inject drugs in
Scotland, 2011-2018

This issue wouldn't be very important if we could be sure that the
majority of drug use was taking place in people's homes, where kits are
likely to be accessible. But we know from recent research conducted in
Glasgow that many people inject drugs in public places. So why are
people who inject drugs not carrying their naloxone kits around with
them?

  
 

  

Naloxone counteracts the effects of an overdose. Credit: Ethypharm

Stop and search
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https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/track/pdf/10.1186/s12889-018-5718-9


 

To find out, we recently carried out in-depth interviews with a group of
people who injected drugs. One key issue that emerged was a perception
that police carrying out routine stop and searches would view the kits as
drug paraphernalia because a needle is included. Although none of our
interviewees were basing this on a real-life account, they feared they
would end up getting taken to a police station for a fuller search.

Stop and search has been an issue with policing in England for decades,
but only came to the fore in Scotland in 2014. This was thanks to 
findings that rates were almost four times higher than in England and
Wales; and that in most cases, suspects were being asked to "voluntarily"
give consent rather than because police believed they may be carrying
drugs or a weapon or whatever.

Yet on the back of a huge amount of negative publicity, Police Scotland
has gradually clamped down on stop and search in the past five years. It
introduced a new code of practice in May 2017, along with significant
changes to search policy. Even before these changes, the levels of stop
and search had dropped by more than half. Overall, they have reduced
dramatically.

It may be that people who inject drugs are not aware of Police Scotland's
new approach – or they may still feel at risk of being stopped anyway.
The reduction in stop and search rates is certainly likely to have been
more marked for people in general than for opioid users. This points to
an urgent need for the police to reassure people that no action will be
taken if they are found carrying the kits – and more generally to raise
awareness around the code of practice.

In many states in the US, among other countries, naloxone is carried by
the police as part of their routine kit. Police are often the first
responders at drug overdose incidents and equipping them in this way
can save lives. One such state is Indiana, where research found attitudes
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https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0955395918301427
https://fullfact.org/crime/stop-and-search-england-and-wales/
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/uk/2246331.stm
http://www.sccjr.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/Stop_and_Search_in_Scotland1.pdf
https://beta.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/guidance/2017/05/guide-stop-search-scotland/documents/00517807-pdf/00517807-pdf/govscot:document/?inline=true
http://www.maklu-online.eu/en/tijdschrift/ejps/volume-5/special-issue-changes-policing-improve-service-del/changing-stop-and-search-scotland/
http://www.maklu-online.eu/en/tijdschrift/ejps/volume-5/special-issue-changes-policing-improve-service-del/changing-stop-and-search-scotland/
http://www.scotland.police.uk/about-us/police-scotland/stop-and-search/stop-and-search-data-publication/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/opioid/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/overdose/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0376871614018900


 

toward naloxone among officers to be overwhelmingly positive. There
have been recent calls for the police in the UK to adopt the same
practice. It could send a strong message that the police support naloxone
carriage.

In Scotland, police and partners have at least begun raising awareness
about naloxone among officers. Given that the purpose of Scottish
policing is to improve public well-being and safety, this certainly makes
sense. Ensuring that police practices reduce, rather than exacerbate,
harms to drug users is an important part of that. Policing is part of the
picture; now more than ever, collective action can help reduce drug
-related deaths.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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