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National and local data 
from 2020



ONS 2020 report on “deaths related to drug poisoning”

Source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020

Drug Poisonings
Based on the ICD code assigned as the 

underlying cause of death – includes 

non-illicit substances.

Drug misuse
Where either the underlying cause is 

drug abuse or drug dependence, or the 

underlying cause is drug poisoning and

any of the substances controlled under 

the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 are 

involved.    

DRUG 

MISUSEDRUG 

POISONINGS

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020


Headline findings from ONS 2020 report on “deaths related to drug poisoning”

• In 2020, 4,561 deaths related to drug poisoning were registered in England and Wales; 3.8% higher than 

the number of deaths registered in 2019 

• Among males, there were 109.7 drug poisoning deaths registered per million in 2020, compared with 49.8 

deaths per million among females.

• Rates of drug-misuse death continue to be elevated among those born in the 1970s, with the highest rate in 

those aged 45 to 49 years.

• The North East continues to have the highest rate of deaths relating to drug misuse (104.6 deaths per 

million people); London had the lowest rate (33.1 deaths per million people).

• Approximately half of all drug poisoning deaths registered in 2020 involved an opiate (49.6%) 777 deaths 

involved cocaine, which is 9.7% more than 2019, and more than five times the amount recorded a decade 

ago (144 deaths in 2010).

Source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020


ONS Data from 2020



ONS Data from 2020

Deaths per million people



ONS Data from 2020





ONS Cheshire and Mersey data 2020

Source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020

1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

Drug Poisonings 118 145 138 144 142 125 149 134 136 119 119 126 134 137 118 146 146 119 123 148 173 180 201 194 220 210 221 251

Drug Misuse 42 67 63 80 66 50 65 76 72 61 60 68 84 91 86 103 103 82 79 97 107 133 122 143 149 151 170 189
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ONS Greater Manchester data 2020

Source: https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsrelatedtodrugpoisoninginenglandandwales/2020
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Potential reasons for increase in DRDs 

• Ageing cohort – people who have been using substances for a long time who are 
now in their 50s or 60s

• Rise in the use of some substances such as cocaine

• Increase in strength of some substances

• New trends in taking specific drugs, including gabapentinoids and benzodiazepines

• Disengagement or non-compliance with opiate substitute therapy (OST)

• Austerity and cuts to services 



Dame Carol Black Review of Drugs, 2020/21

“Drug use and premature deaths occur disproportionately more in deprived areas 
and the north of the country… the public provision we currently have for prevention, 
treatment and recovery is not fit for purpose, and urgently needs repair”

“Areas of the country with the highest rates of drug deaths or the poorest treatment 
services are the very same areas where the need to level up is greatest” 

“Suggestion that funding to local authorities should take into account the level of 
DRD”



The IMS model of DRD surveillance

• Qualitative and quantitative system aims to share intelligence and learning

• Operational in all nine Cheshire and Merseyside local authorities by March 2020.

• Commissioned through Greater Manchester Combined Authority for 10 GM LAs 
from September 2021.

• Liverpool commissioned panel specifically looking at homelessness related deaths 
from April 2020.

• System proposed changes next year to refocus on potentially preventable 
overdose deaths in and out of treatment. Potential use of police data.



The IMS model of DRD surveillance

Includes:

• All drug related deaths where a substance was named under the Misuse of Drugs 
Act 1971

• All drug poisoning deaths including poisoning from controlled medications

• All alcohol toxicity deaths

• All deaths from Novel Psychoactive Substances

• All deaths in treatment, including those in treatment for their alcohol use, which 
can include those from “natural causes”/poor physical health



Headline findings from IMS DRD Surveillance 2020 annual report

• There were 436 deaths across Cheshire and Merseyside reported to IMS in 2020, a rise of 
3.6% from 2019. 

• There was a rise of 15.8% of in treatment deaths from 2019 to 2020.

• The proportion of deaths in treatment from overdose rose from 16% in 2019 to 25% in 
2020.

• Opiates were implicated in around a two-fifths (41%) of deaths, while cocaine and 
controlled medications were both implicated in around a fifth of deaths each (20%). 

• The proportion of deaths for which methadone on its own was implicated rose by 44%.

• While the number of deaths in which cocaine was implicated rose from the previous year, 
the number of deaths where cocaine was implicated as the only substance (other than 
alcohol) decreased.

• Codeine/co-codamol was implicated in 12 deaths in 2020, a rise from 2019 where it was 
only implicated in 5 deaths.
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Key findings from IMS DRD Surveillance 2020 annual report



Opiates (All) Alcohol Cocaine Controlled/prescribed Mixed Methadone*

Male 47.5 41.2 46.5 51.4 47 48

Female 44.4 43 47.5 51.2 45.6 39.5

All 46.7 42 46.8 51.2 46.4 46.5
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Alcohol Amphetamine Cocaine Methadone Mixed Opiates Other
Controlled/Pres

cribed

2019 15.0% 1.8% 17.7% 10.9% 29.5% 28.6% 2.3% 17.3%

2020 11.5% 3.7% 20.4% 13.6% 21.5% 40.8% 5.2% 20.4%
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Alcohol Cocaine Opiates Methadone
Controlled/Prescrib

ed

2019 7.7% 8.6% 21.8% 3.6% 12.3%

2020 4.2% 7.9% 24.1% 5.2% 13.6%
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Alone
Children
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Children
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Parents
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2019 deaths 44.8% 4.9% 6.7% 6.7% 1.8% 5.8% 4.9% 7.2% 17.0%

2020 deaths 44.5% 6.5% 5.0% 5.9% 3.7% 5.0% 4.4% 6.5% 18.4%
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IMS - NSP Needle and 
Syringe Transaction data 

Treatment provider - NDTMS record injecting status No NDTMS 
record or not 
in structured 

treatment Total 

Currently 
Injecting 

Previously 
Injected 

Never 
Injected 

Not stated 

Currently Injecting 25 31 14   8 78 

Previously Injecting 8 50 28 1 21 108 

No match to NSP activity 
recorded in IMS 

4 13 122 2 109 250 

Total 37 94 164 3 138 436 
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Report available within the IMS DRD Portal 

with individual area appendices at 

https://ims.ljmu.ac.uk/PublicHealth/reports/d

rd/Drug-Related-Deaths-report-2020-Cheshire-

and-Merseyside.pdf

https://ims.ljmu.ac.uk/PublicHealth/reports/drd/Drug-Related-Deaths-report-2020-Cheshire-and-Merseyside.pdf


Some key issues to come from panels in 2021

• Barriers to people who use drugs and alcohol accessing mental health services.

• High value back payments of universal credit and other benefits leading to 
overdose.

• Lack of bereavement support for both service users and their families/loved ones.

• Significant increase in people accessing support for alcohol use.

• Lack of discharge summaries from hospitals.

• Deaths from powder cocaine from individuals not in treatment.

• Substantial numbers living alone.

• Increasing deaths from individuals using controlled medication.

• Barriers to people out of treatment receiving Naloxone.
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Discussion

• What are the barriers to people who use substances including alcohol from 
accessing treatment for their mental health and how can we tackle them?

• In what ways has the pandemic changed the way we treat people using drugs and 
alcohol, and how might it help us to save lives?
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