
A reminder about lithium 
Lithium is prescribed and monitored in primary care under arrangements between GPs and specialists. If you are 
concerned about a patient’s lithium level, renal function or thyroid function, please contact their specialist mental 
health team for advice. 

Lithium is commonly used to treat bipolar disorder and is a long-term treatment for episodes of mania,  
hypomania and depression. For lithium to be effective, the levels of lithium in the patient’s blood must be within a 
certain range.  Patients require regular (3 monthly) blood tests to ensure lithium levels are not too high or too low. 
Too high and the patient may experience lithium toxicity (severe hand tremor, sickness, diarrhoea, muscle  
weakness, slurring of words, blurred vision, confusion, fatigue). Too low and symptoms will not be controlled and 
the patient may suffer a relapse in their mental health. 
 
Kidney and thyroid function must also be checked every 6 months. While taking lithium, patients should avoid  
using non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs), ACE inhibitors and diuretics. 

 Medicines Safety Net 

SCCG Medicines Optimisation Team  

Dr Jackie Gillespie, Prescribing Lead; Dr Claire Bradford, Medical Director; Zahra Irannejad, Chief Pharmacist; 

Elizabeth Mallett, Sam O’Connell & Juliet Fletcher, Medicines Optimisation Pharmacists;                                

Sarrah Seldon, Formulary Pharmacist; Hannah Willoughby, Interface Pharmacist; 

Gemma Donovan, Academic practitioner/medicines optimisation pharmacist; 

Vicki Casey, Administration Officer; Paula Russell, Regional drug and therapeutics centre pharmacist 

Issue 16      June 2016 

Tel: 0191 5128487   

Email: sunccg.mo@nhs.net 

Formulary reminder 
We would like to remind all prescribers that the first six chapters of the new Sunderland joint formulary are now 
approved.  The joint formulary website is: http://www.formulary.sunderlandccg.nhs.uk 

A GP user guide has been sent to all practices.  Please contact the MO team or use the feedback form on the joint 
formulary website if you have any queries. We would really like your feedback. 

Drug Safety Alerts 

Buprenorphine and fentanyl transdermal patches: We have received a report from South Manchester   

coroner who has been looking into the death of an elderly female found deceased in her bath. She was 

using a fentanyl patch (Matrifen) and did not remove it before going in the bath. The heat from the bath increased        

absorption of the drug through the skin, exposing her to a very high dose and an opiate overdose. 

Manufacturers of buprenorphine and fentanyl patches currently provide the following cautions: avoid exposure of 

the application site to external heat sources e.g. sun lamps, electric blankets, saunas etc. If the patient develops a 

fever, this can increase absorption of the drug from the patch resulting in increased blood plasma concentrations 

of drug and increased risk of opioid toxicity.  Patients should be alerted to these risks before starting treatment.  

The following MHRA drug safety alerts have been released since the last newsletter: 

Nicorandil (Ikorel):   now second-line treatment for angina due to risk of ulcer (all) complications  

Trametinib (Mekinist): risk of gastrointestinal perforation and colitis  

Apomorphine with domperidone: guidance on minimising risk of cardiac side effects  

Aflibercept (Zaltrap): minimising the risk of osteonecrosis of the jaw  

Live attenuated vaccines: avoid use in those who are clinically immunosuppressed  

Meprobamate: manufacturing licence has been cancelled. Any existing patients will need to be reviewed  

Paraffin-based skin emollients on dressings or clothing: reminder of fire risk  

Information can be found at: www.gov.uk/government/publications/drug-safety-update-monthly-newsletter  

http://www.formulary.sunderlandccg.nhs.uk
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drug-safety-update-monthly-newsletter


Community stoma review service 

This new service is now available for Sunderland practices with community stoma nurses Katie and Lynn from  

Securicare. The service has two parts; 

- A review service of patients stoma site, appliances and accessories. 

- A referral service for patients if advice is required or a review is needed  

The review service will be offered to all practices with priority being given to those with high expenditure on  

stoma appliances and accessories.   As each practice is identified they will be invited to take part.  

The referral service is available to all practices where a patient is identified as needing a review and is unable to 

attend the drop in clinics provided by CHS.  To refer a patient who is happy to be seen by this service, a referral 

form should be completed and emailed along with a patient summary to katiesewell@nhs.net . Referral forms can 

be found at on the prescribing guidelines homepage. Alternatively, for quick advice, Katie can be contacted on 

0758 450 0066. 

Neurological conditions 

The London neuroscience network has produced educational video guides to support GPs with managing three 

common neurological conditions; headache, dizzy spells and faints, fits and funny turns (transient loss of  

consciousness TLOC).   

Each guide is a number of short discussions between a GP and a neurologist covering a key topic, most last less 

than 4 minutes. For the latest version please see the London neurological network website:    

http://www.londonscn.nhs.uk/publication/adults-with-dizzy-spells-edu-videos 

http://www.londonscn.nhs.uk/publication/adults-with-transient-loss-of-consciousness-edu-videos 

http://www.londonscn.nhs.uk/publication/adults-with-headache-edu-videos 

Each guide is a pdf that can be downloaded and provides links to YouTube to watch the videos.  

Blood glucose monitoring meters — changes to the ISO standard  
The ISO standards for blood glucose meters, are the set of detailed standards all meters must meet such as  
accuracy, ease of usage instructions and user performance. They were updated in 2013 for all blood glucose meter 
manufacturers to meet by the end of May 2016.  

Therefore, a number of meters have been discontinued by manufacturers and replaced with newer meters that 
meet the revised standards.  From prescribing data it appears that there a number of patients in Sunderland who 
are using the meters which are no longer compliant. 

What does this mean for you and your patients?  

Patients using meters which are no longer compliant should be identified by the practice. They should then be 
changed to a meter from the Sunderland CCG Guidance on the self monitoring of blood glucose in adults available 
on the CCG website. All the meters within this guidance meet the revised ISO standards.  

To help identify these patients - the meters used within the Sunderland area that are no longer compliant  use the 
following testing strips: (this list is not exhaustive)  

Contour, OneTouch Ultra, Compact, FreeStyle, OneTouch Vita, Advantage Plus, Breeze 2, TrueTrack System,  
Glu-coRx Original, TRUEone, GlucoMen Visio 
 
Please contact the MO team on sunccg.mo@nhs.net with any queries or for further advice. 

Timing of pertussis vaccine 

Due to continuing incidence of pertussis in infants, the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI) 

met to review new evidence indicating that high levels of maternal antibody are transferred to the infant if women 

are vaccinated earlier in pregnancy. Therefore, from the 1 April 2016 it is recommended that pregnant women 

should be offered a single 0.5 ml dose of dTaP/IPV vaccine at week 20 in every pregnancy.  

Public Health England (PHE) has recently published a new leaflet to inform women of the importance of              

immunisations against pertussis and influenza in pregnancy and the need for MMR post-natally if indicated. An 

electronic copy is available here: www.gov.uk/government/publications/pregnancy-how-to-help-protect-you-and-

your-baby 
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