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Vanessa Gordon, mental health lead at the National
Patient Safety Agency (NPSA) is keeping a watchful eye
on any rise in the number of violent incidents in inpatient
units that may have been triggered by altercation®ver
the smoking ban.

As a former matron in mental health care, Ms
Gordon is aware of the pressures facing managers from
staff seeking breaks for a cigarette, leaving wardander-
staffed, and from the need to provide escorts for gtients
wishing to smoke outside. "There are huge problemat
night because you are working with lower numbers
of staff. From my experience, | know patients go irto
bathrooms to smoke because they know the sensors
there will not go off. We had a number of incidents
where patients put their cigarettes out in bins, whch
then caught ®re.'
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With a 40-cigarettes a day habit, service user Paul
Davidson accepts he is a "heavy smoker' and that his
life could be shortened by ten years as a result. "Even
when I'm in my own home and at my calmest, | can't go
without a cigarette. It's a desperate need and | wouldn't
be able to survive without them."

He buys an £11.66 packet of hand-rolling tobacco every two days
out of his allowances. Inevitably, other needs have to take a back seat.

"I go quite hungry sometimes and | don't have many social outlets,’
he says.

Mr Davidson, 51 and from Gateshead, Tyne and Wear, has spent
several short spells in a local mental health unit, which is housed in a large
acute hospital. His last admission was in 2004, when a smoking room was
available on the ward. Now, with the smoking ban in force, the idea of
another admission ®lIs him with horror = especially if, as has happened in
the past, he were to be sectioned.

“It's a terrible thought that you might get locked up and not be
allowed a cigarette when you need it £ which for me is basically 24/7.
| would do everything possible to escape.’

Mr Davidson tries to smoke responsibly, airing his home thoroughly if a
workman is coming round, for example. When he visit s the mental health
unit to see his psychiatrist every three months, he has noticed that his fellow
outpatients are often joined by inpatients for a ci garette outside the entrance
+ despite smoking being banned on hospital grounds.

While he ensures his cigarettes are extinguished before placing the
butts in a bin, others are more careless. "They are throwing their cigarette
ends down all round the entrance and the ground is littered with
hundreds and hundreds of them. | feel dead ashamed.'

With the help of a "wonderful' smoking cessation wo rker, Mr Davidson
did kick the habit for three months a few years ago , but found the pressures
to return to smoking overwhelming. “1 am ®rmly agai nst smoking but once
you're hooked, nicotine is so, so hard to get off.'




