
  

Disruption of supply of water - Briefing for people who inject drugs 

 
Briefing for people who inject drugs  
The supply of 5ml plastic ampoules of sterile water for injection is currently subject to 
disruption.  This disruption affects the whole of the UK and is ongoing. Although NHS 
and others are working hard to sort this problem, it is not known when the situation 
will be fully resolved.   

This is a concern as there are risks associated with using unsuitable choices of 
water to prepare drugs for injection. These risks include bacterial infections or if 
water sources are shared with other people then this may increase the risk of blood 
borne virus transmission. 

People should continue to access their Injecting Equipment Provider (needle 
exchange) as normal.  

Many needle exchanges still have a supply of water for injection so people should 
still ask for this.  

This should still be treated as one ampoule for each injection. Although tempting to 
keep and reuse open ampoules of water, it’s likely the water, once opened, will be 
contaminated with bacteria and therefore high risk.  

If your needle exchange is not able to provide water for injection, you will have 
to use water from another source.  The next page shows a hierarchy of harm advice 
which is evidence based and should be followed wherever possible.  
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The best alternative source is water that 
has been boiled in a kettle and left to cool  

 

If that is not possible 

The next best source is water that is freshly 
run from cold tap in a kitchen  

 

If that is not possible 

The next best source is water that is freshly 
run from a hot tap but there are bacterial 
risks 

 

If that is not possible 

The next best source is bottled water but 
there are bacterial risks 

 

DO NOT USE  

A shared cup of water 

The remains of a part-used ampoule of 
water for injection  

Water from a toilet  

Water from a puddle or any other standing 
water 

 

Do not share any water source water with 
anyone 
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Blood borne viruses 

Sharing any source of water with other people increases the risk of blood borne 
viruses  (hepatitis b, hepatitis C and HIV). If you have shared water, or any other 
equipment used for the preparation or injecting of drugs, get tested. Treatment and 
care is available for all blood borne virus infections.  

Smoking instead of injecting  

This may be an opportunity for people injecting heroin to change their method of 
taking it, particularly moving from injecting to smoking. Needle exchanges provide 
foil for this purpose. 

Getting into treatment  

Maybe this is a time you are thinking about entering into treatment – being in 
treatment can help protect people from the risks and harms associated with injecting 
drug use. 

 
Infection 
You should seek medical advice and help if you have any signs that suggest you 
may have an infection. Infections are common but should always be taken seriously.  

Often infections occur because of poor sterility when preparing drugs for injecting, 
not properly washing hands and target injecting site. Sometimes it is the actual drug 
that has been contaminated with anthrax, botulism etc. 

What to look out for  

Some signs of bacterial infection may be visually obvious such as redness, swelling 
or heat in or around the injecting site.  
 
Sometimes people have symptoms such as high temperature, fever, sweating, 
palpitations or generally feeling unwell.  
 
What to do   

Infections can be serious and lead to a range of health consequences. Getting help 
early is important and may save the need for more complex medical interventions 
further down the line. 

If there are ANY of the signs or symptoms listed above of infection- speak to a 
pharmacist, drugs worker, nurse or visit A&E. 
 


