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Social Care, Drug Use and COVID-19 

 

The following has been written to help support conversations about drug and alcohol 
use between Social Care professionals and families.  

In this unprecedented time, substance users may choose to make significant 
changes to their use. They may also be more vulnerable to Co-vid19 than the 
general population. 

Substance users are not a homogenous group and conversations around 
drug/alcohol use will inevitably vary, depending on the family members’ current 
readiness to consider change. An awareness of the cycle of change may be very 
useful for professionals at this time. 

The following notes reflect this. They have been divided into two basic fact sheets – 
the first for individuals who feel that the current situation is an opportunity for change 
and who genuinely wish to reduce or stop their drug use (those in the decision stage 
of Prochaska and Di Clemente’s cycle of change). 

The second fact sheet is for those who feel they cannot make changes to their drug 
use at this time (those in pre-contemplation or contemplation on the cycle of 
change). This group may still be susceptible to important advice around safer drug 
use. 

This information has been prepared by R Masetti, Health Outreach NHS, Suffolk 
2020 and amended by J Bradley-Witherick and T Crawford.   
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Social Care and Substance Misuse – Fact 
Sheet 1  

Coping with withdrawal from opiates (heroin) 

PLEASE NOTE – these notes refer to withdrawal from 
opiates and some opioids (heroin, fentanyl, codeine) 

As the situation with Co-vid19 continues some family members who use heroin may 
be forced or may consider a reduction in their use due to supply problems. 

The following notes may be useful for this group. 

• It is important to remind them that treatment agencies are still open and they 
will be able to support any decisions around detoxification. The evidence 
suggests that without support, any attempt to detox will be unlikely to 
succeed. 

• Information about drug and alcohol support services in Suffolk can be found at 
http://wellbeing.turning-point.co.uk/suffolk/  

• If they are determined to continue without support, there are general sale and 
over the counter medications that can help mitigate the symptoms of 
withdrawal. 

 

Symptomatic Relief 

• Ibuprofen or paracetamol for pain 
• Buscopan (hyoscine butylbromide) for muscle cramps 
• Immodium for diarrhoea 

 

As with all medications, there may be side-effects to these drugs and particular 
attention should be paid to emerging evidence of how these drugs may impact on 
your risk from Co-vid19. 

They should ensure that they read and follow the patient leaflet. 

In a family context, it is important for everyone to understand the task they are 
undertaking so that they can offer support and know what to expect in terms of 
withdrawal symptoms.     

 

Coping with withdrawal from Alcohol  

Any reduction from ALCOHOL should NOT be attempted 
without specialist support as withdrawal can be life-
threatening. 

If they are unable to get access to Alcohol and notice 
withdrawal symptoms such as Restlessness, Shaking, 

hallucinations (voices, visual, feeling spiders on skin), 

http://wellbeing.turning-point.co.uk/suffolk/
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nausea or vomiting, Severe Headache, beads of sweat 
obvious on forehead and disorientated get to A&E as soon 
as possible.  

If you have concerns about someone’s alcohol issues,  a 
referral should be made to the local substance misuse 
treatment service delivered by Turning Point in Suffolk.  

Source: Community Treatment of Drug Misuse: More than Just Methadone 

N. Seivewright, 2000, Cambridge University Press 
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Social Care and Substance Misuse – factsheet 2  

Harm Reduction and the Corona Virus 

Many drug users will not be able or willing to stop their drug use at this time. In common with 
most of us, the current situation may be having an impact on drug user’s physical and 
mental health, and they feel the need to continue or increase their drug use in an attempt to 
cope. 

The following notes may be useful for this group. 

Tips for Drug Users  

Some of these are easier to do than others, and some may seem impossible depending on your 

current situation. Do the best you can. Reach out to friends, family, your local pharmacy and 

other health or social service providers to plan for what to do to so you can stay safe and take 

care of one another. These messages are specific to the threat from Co-vid19. All the usual 

safety messages and harm reduction advice that you have been given is still relevant 

including protecting your family from any risks that your drug use may pose to them.  

Practice Safer Drug Use 

• MINIMIZE THE NEED TO SHARE YOUR SUPPLIES. Don’t share drugs, e-
cigs/cigarettes, pipes, bongs or joints, or nasal tubes such as straws. If you have to 
share, practice harm reduction with your supplies (wipe down the mouthpieces with an 
alcohol swab before sharing or use separate mouthpieces).  

• MINIMIZE CONTACT. If you are having sex or doing sex work, COVID-19 can be 
transmitted by close contact like coughing, kissing, or direct contact with bodily fluids. Try 
to minimize close contact and ensure condom use. 

• PREPARE YOUR DRUGS YOURSELF. Wash your hands thoroughly for 20 seconds 
with soap and water and prepare your own drugs. Keep your surfaces clean and wipe 
them down before and after use, with microbial wipes, alcohol (at least 70%), or bleach. If 
you can’t prepare your own drugs, stay with the person who is. Get them to wash their 
hands thoroughly, and to clean up before and after. 

• AVOID PUTTING DRUG BAGS/WRAPS IN YOUR MOUTH, VAGINA OR ANUS. If you 
must carry it in your body, clean vigorously with an alcohol-based cleanser both before 
and after you take it out, and if carried in your mouth use an alcohol-based mouthwash 
afterwards 

• IF SNORTING powder or crystal, chop as finely as possible to avoid cuts in the nose and 
rinse your nostrils thoroughly with water after snorting 

• PLAN & PREPARE FOR OVERDOSE (Opiate users only) Emergency services might 
be stretched in a COVID-19 outbreak, and slow to respond to emergency calls. Load up 
on naloxone. If you can, show the people around you how to administer it. If you are 
alone, experiment with using less to lower your risk of OD, and go slowly. If you are using 
with others, make an OD plan with them and stagger use if possible. Share Overdose 
information with family and friends if appropriate. Learn the recovery position from your 
drug/recovery worker or online. 
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Keep clean & practice good hygiene 

• KEEP YOUR SPACE CLEAN. Wipe down surfaces where you prepare drugs, before 
and after use, with antimicrobial wipes, alcohol (at least 70%), or bleach. Before and after 
handling drugs, wash your hands with soap and water, or use alcohol-based hand 
sanitizer, including after you purchase the drugs. Wipe down drug packages. Wipe down 
countertops, sinks, doorknobs, and any other surfaces that hands can touch. 

• WASH YOUR HANDS. If you have access to clean water, wash your hands with soap for 
20 seconds. If you don’t have soap and water, use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer (at 
least 60%). Wash after every time you are around other people, such as on public 
transportation, after purchasing drug packages, etc. 

Stock up on equipment supplies 

• STOCK UP ON SUPPLIES. Work with your local needle exchange to get enough 
syringes and injecting equipment to last you 2 to 4 weeks. Note: Pharmacies and other 
health services are overstretched at this time. Please remember to help, respect and 
support the health professionals that you meet 

• PREPARE FOR A DRUG SHORTAGE. You might lose access to your drug of choice in 

an outbreak. Consider alternative drugs or medications that could help take the edge off. 

If facing potential opioid withdrawal, consider buying over the counter medications to 

make it less difficult (ibuprofen, buscopan, Imodium).  

 

Adapted from: 

Harm Reduction Coalition 

International Network of People Who Use Drugs (INPUD) 

Transform: Coronavirus and Drug Harm Reduction 

R. Masetti – Survival Tips for Users of NPS 

(accessed online, 23/3/2020) 
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Suffolk Contacts  

Turning Point drug and alcohol treatment service 

Telephone SPOC: 0300 123 0872 

Referral form: http://wellbeing.turning-point.co.uk/suffolk/professionals/ 

General Information about Turning Point and how it is delivering services during the Covid-19 
pandemic can be found at: http://wellbeing.turning-point.co.uk/suffolk  
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