
  



Executive summary 

1 Three years ago, seven people died in Durham’s lakes and rivers.  A further 
10 people had near misses. 

2 To tackle the issue, Durham County Council brought partners together to 
engage with local communities and the business community to prevent this 
unnecessary and tragic loss of life. 

3 Engaging with local schools, organisations and businesses and working with 
local people personally affected by drowning, the council and its partners are 
helping to change people’s behaviour and as a result, have dramatically 
reduced the number of incidents and saved people’s lives. 

 

Background 

4 Drowning is a leading cause of accidental death in the UK, with around 400 
people drowning every year.  This equates to one person dying every 20 
hours.  A further 200 people self-harm in our waters and many more are left 
with life-changing injuries.  Drowning also has a huge impact on families, 
friends and local communities, placing a significant burden on society both in 
terms of direct costs and the years of life that are lost. 

5 44% of drowning fatalities happen to people who did not intend to enter the 
water, highlighting that it is not traditional water users who get into danger.  
People taking part in everyday activities such as walking, running and cycling 
are known to be at risk.  There are about 35,000 water-related rescue and 
flood events annually. 

6 61% of fatalities occur at inland waters such as canals, rivers, lakes, quarries 
and reservoirs.  

7 Males are most susceptible to drowning, accounting for eight in ten of all 
deaths. Last year, 232 males (adults and children) drowned, compared with 
43 females. 

 

Durham’s story 

8 County Durham with its large expanse of open water in the form of lakes, 
rivers and reservoirs, faces a major challenge in promoting water safety. 

9 This is particularly the case in Durham City, with a population which includes 
over 17,000 students and a vibrant night-time economy centred on the River 
Wear, which weaves its way around the city. 



10 Tragically, over a 16-month period, three students drowned in the river, 
following nights out in the city.  There were a further 10 city centre river 
related incidents, some of which were also life threatening. 

11 To tackle the issue and keep people safe, we recognised that we needed to 
engage with local people and communities and with partner organisations.  
Our aim - to encourage young people to change their behaviour, in order to 
achieve long term outcomes and reduce the burden and costs on society and 
the years of life lost through drowning-related incidents. 

12 In order to facilitate engagement and partnership working, we established two 
multi-agency water safety groups.  First, the City Safety Group (CSG) 
comprised the council, Durham Constabulary, Durham University, Durham 
Students’ Union, Durham Cathedral and County Durham and Darlington Fire 
and Rescue Service with a remit of focusing on river safety in the heart of 
Durham City. 

13 Secondly, the Open Water Safety Group (OWSG) focused on open water 
safety around lakes, rivers and reservoirs in the remainder of the county and 
had a specific remit of reviewing the council’s open water safety policy. 

 

Durham City initiatives 

14 Following the three drownings and other incidents, the CSG was established 
to bring partners together to plan a response. 

15 The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents (RoSPA) was brought on 
board and commissioned to undertake an independent river safety review. 

16 Physical safety control measures were improved along the city’s riverbanks 
and an extensive education and awareness campaign undertaken with the 
student community and licensed traders. 

17 The university developed a student alcohol awareness and use policy which 
focused on making students aware of the potential effects of alcohol, 
particularly as it related to health, behaviour, safety and academic 
performance and to establish guidelines for its proper use. 

18 The policy was further supported by an alcohol impact project which involved 
work with the Students’ Union and the University to establish and fund an 
alcohol impact project run under the auspices of the National Union of 
Students.  The project aims to tackle social norms in relation to alcohol and 
promote responsible drinking at the university, changing attitudes towards 
drink, and building a healthier, safer and more productive student community. 

19 Each year, new students to the university are now provided with personal 
safety information as part of student induction week.  The Students’ Union 
runs and refreshes an annual ‘Never have I ever’ alcohol awareness 



campaign and has developed a social media campaign to embed the key 
safety messages into students’ daily lives. 

20 Most recently, a joint water safety ‘Don’t drink and drown’ campaign was 
launched for the 2016 festive period in the city, focusing on the risks of 
drinking too much and walking home alone along the river.  Aimed at the 
general public as well as students, the campaign was supported by licensed 
premises who distributed campaign materials in the run-up to Christmas 2016 
and for the first time, the local further education college and sixth form centre 
were involved, undertaking specific work with their students.  The initiative 
attracted significant media coverage and was shared partner organisations on 
their respective social media accounts. 

21 In 2016, a new ‘student life app’ was developed with the university and local 
students, promoting key safety messages including personal security and 
safety and alcohol/night time economy risks.  The app also provides practical 
advice and information for students living in the city centre. 

22 Through the ‘Best Bar None’ initiative (a licenced premises accreditation and 
awards scheme), work has been undertaken with all Durham city licensees to 
improve guardianship arrangements in the city, with the aim of preventing 
people who are vulnerable due to too much alcohol from being left to walk 
home alone.  Funding has also been secured to undertake further alcohol 
retail training to all new staff working in student union bars. 

23 The Durham University night bus continues to operate and a ‘Get home stay 
safe’ scheme has been introduced with local taxi firms to help vulnerable 
students in an emergency situation get home safely if they have no funds to 
pay for a taxi fare.  

24 Managers and staff from licenced premises in the city have all received 
voluntary training on guardianship and how to handle customers who are too 
worse for wear. 

25 Licensed premises in high risk areas next to the river have been supported to 
undertake risk assessments of their outdoor spaces.  This has resulted in 
physical safety improvements such as physical barriers, improved lighting, 
public rescue equipment and water safety signage, to four licensed premises 
in a high risk river front locations. 

 

Cold water shock campaign 

26 With partners and members of the local community, the OWSG devised and 
delivered the ‘Dying to be Cool’ water safety campaign which is aimed at 10-
16 year olds. 

27 The initiative was devised by the council and promoted by Safe Durham 
Partnership, which brought on board partner organisations such as police, fire 



and rescue, local children’s safeguarding board and the police and crime 
commissioner. 

28 The initial concept was for a simple poster-led campaign using a hard-hitting 
image of a lifeless man suffering the effects of cold-water shock.  

29 The poster was intended to increase public understanding and awareness of 
potentially fatal cold-water shock, specifically the target audience of 
secondary school age pupils, ahead of the summer period which is the peak 
time for people going swimming in lakes and rivers. 

30 A key point in the planning process was engagement with Fiona Gosling, the 
mother of a 14-year-old boy, Cameron Gosling, who had died as a result of 
cold water shock in one of the county’s rivers the summer before.  Through 
Mrs Gosling, we engaged with Cameron’s friends, relatives and his local 
community. Work was undertaken with local teenagers to shape the final 
version of the proposed poster and to adapt it for use on social media. 

31 Cameron was used as a case study for the campaign with his story used to 
educate the public and young people in particular, on the dangers of cold-
water shock. 

32 The campaign was launched in early in June 2016, ahead of the school 
summer holidays, when more young people are likely to consider going 
swimming in rivers and lakes. 

33 The information and community engagement campaign included: 

 a campaign video posted on YouTube, pushed on social media and 
sent to media on request; 

 press release with photos, and video, launching the campaign and 
featuring Fiona and Cameron’s friends telling his story; 

 a social media campaign, which included facebook and Instagram to 
reach a wide audience and teenagers in particular; 

 information pages and videos on the council website (which attracts 
around one million page views a month) and intranet (which reaches 
8,000 staff); 

 local schools displayed the poster and Fiona attended specially 
organised assemblies to over 3,500 pupils to spread message; 

 interviews with Fiona and the council’s occupational health and safety 
manager with a number of regional media organisations, including TV, 
radio and newspapers; 

 the campaign promoted on the schools extranet, reaching all 278 
schools and academies; 

 work with councillors to become advocates and promoters of the 
campaign in their constituencies; 

 attendance at local residents’ association meetings. 



 

34 We also engaged with the Royal Society for Prevention of Accidents to help 
publicise the campaign.  A communications strategy was produced to keep 
campaign messages in public eye over the summer holiday period including a 
press call featuring Fiona at outdoor water safety sessions for schoolchildren, 
which attracted 160 young people. 

35 In terms of media coverage, the campaign was picked up by the Sunday Sun, 
Northern Echo, the Newcastle Evening Chronicle and Sunderland Echo and 
carried on their websites.  Television coverage was provided by ITV Tyne 
Tees, BBC Look North and Made in Tyne & Wear (regional TV).  BBC Radio 
Tees; Metro FM; Capital, Smooth, Heart and Star Radio also covered the 
campaign on air and via their websites. 

36 In terms of social media, a post on the council’s Facebook page reached 
more than 1 million people.  More than 183,000 watched the video through 
Facebook and it was the council’s top Instagram post in 2017.  The council’s 
website information page has been viewed more than 2,500 times. 

37 The Royal Society for the Prevention of Accidents also publicised the 
campaign on its social media accounts, as did Durham Constabulary, County 
Durham and Darlington Fire and Rescue Service, the RNLI and the Chief Fire 
Officers Association, all of which endorsed the campaign. 

38 School assemblies featuring the video and Fiona alongside the children’s 
support team officers were organised in seven schools around Bishop 
Auckland, close to where Cameron died. 

39 We also engaged with the National Citizen Service, which worked with 
students at a local college to produce information leaflets and a website on 
cold water shock. 

40 Through local contacts we approached Rio 2016 Olympic rowing silver 
medallist, Jess Eddie, who hails from County Durham, to endorse the 
campaign, which generated further media coverage. 

41 The council Cabinet portfolio holder for safer communities, Councillor Joy 
Allen, raised Dying to be Cool with the Local Government Association’s Safer 
and Stronger Communities Board.  This led to the board agreeing to add 
water safety to its priorities for 2016/17 and the campaign being featured by 
the LGA, resulting in national coverage via Sky News and The Daily Express. 

42 Residents throughout the county were asked to report any water safety 
related concerns, incidents or anti-social behaviour where young people may 
be at risk.  This resulted in a more proactive approach to water safety, with 
agencies addressing risks and tackling anti-social behaviour factors such use 
of alcohol and drugs via local neighbourhood policing teams and schools. 



43 Project costs were minimal with all design, video and social media work being 
undertaken in-house within existing resources.  In all, £300 was spent on 
external photography and ‘boosting’ the campaign on facebook.  

44 In terms of longevity, the initiative will run again this year in the remaining 250 
primary and secondary schools in the county and on social media. 

 

Outcomes 

45 The work we have taken in Durham has attracted national recognition and 
praise: 

 The local coroner and RoSPA have praised us for our work and proactive 
approach. 

 We have been cited as an example of good practice in the UK Drowning 
Prevention Strategy. 

 Dying to be Cool was a finalist in the 2016 Chartered Institute of Public 
Relations regional PRIDE Awards for campaign of the year. 

 Our Best Bar None scheme and joint work with the licensed trade won the 
2016 National Best Bar None overall scheme. 

46 Most importantly, our campaigns, shaped by and delivered through 
community and partner engagement, are making a significant difference in 
terms of reducing the number of water related incidents and loss of life in 
Durham City and across the wider county: 

Year Near Misses Non-fatal injury Fatal Injury 

2014/15 10 3 7 

2015/16 9 5 2 

2016/17 3 2 1 

 



changing minds and saving lives:  

open water safety in county durham 

 

 

supporting evidence 

excellence in 

community engagement 



Durham City Safety Group 





 



 



Working with Licensed Premises 

Responsible Alcohol Retailing 

• Training courses for bar staff on responsible sale of 
alcohol 

• Bespoke owner/manager training on the 
law/guardianship arrangements/responsible alcohol 
retailing 

• Ensures a consistent approach across the city to 
serving alcohol safely and protecting people who may 
be at risk due to the amount of alcohol they have 
consumed 

• Attended by more than 60 delegates representing 20 
licensed premises 



Working with Volunteers 
• Durham Street Lights – volunteer 

group patrolling city centre on 
Saturday evenings assisting 
vulnerable people 

• Pilot scheme of student volunteer 
group working on Wednesday 
evenings 



Working with the University 
and Students’ Union 

Education and Awareness Raising 
Campaign 

• £50k public health grant to develop 
student peer-led educational awareness 
campaign focusing on social norms/ 
personal safety 

• Will see development of 3 year social 
marketing campaign – to include a series 
of initiatives/activities to raise 
awareness and  promote personal 
responsibility and wellbeing 

• Campaigns to launch at key dates in 
student calendar 

Getting Home Safely 

• Agreement between a number of taxi 
operators and the University to get 
vulnerable students who are unable to 
fund their journey home 

• Student Union night bus 

 

 



Don’t drink and drown 

 



Dying to be Cool 



Fiona Gosling helps produce 
Dying to be Cool video 

“Learning to live without one of your kids, 

it shouldn’t be this way.” 



Cameron’s friends also take part 

“You miss him loads, just want him to be there.” 



Social media graphics for campaign: 



Dying to be Cool webpage: 
www.durham.gov.uk/dyingtobecool 

http://www.durham.gov.uk/dyingtobecool


Dying to be Cool video posted on YouTube  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=nh4ATjAR4Yc 

7,396 views 

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nh4ATjAR4Yc
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nh4ATjAR4Yc


Dying to be Cool video posted on Durham 
County Council Facebook 

www.facebook.com/durhamcouncil/videos/10
77435005655041 

 
426,349 people reached 

160,000 views 

http://www.facebook.com/durhamcouncil/videos/1077435005655041
http://www.facebook.com/durhamcouncil/videos/1077435005655041


Media coverage following campaign launch: 
Northern Echo 03/06/16 



Media coverage: 
Sunday Sun 05/06/16 



Dying to be Cool water safety sessions held 
for 160 children 

Media coverage: 
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk
/news/14573830.Pool_scenarios_te

ach_pupils_water_safety/ 

http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/14573830.Pool_scenarios_teach_pupils_water_safety/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/14573830.Pool_scenarios_teach_pupils_water_safety/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/14573830.Pool_scenarios_teach_pupils_water_safety/
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/14573830.Pool_scenarios_teach_pupils_water_safety/


Dying to be Cool assemblies reach 3,350 
children 

Year 7 student: “I didn’t know about cold 
water shock, I have always jumped in 
rivers from heights. I won’t do that 
again. It has made me realise how 
dangerous it is.” 
 



Further pupil feedback: 

• “It’s an eye-opener to think how scary just 
jumping in a river can change your whole life 
and have a massive impact on everyone 
else’s life.” 

 

• “You can look at a river and think it’s calm 
but it’s not actually as calm as you think.  

    “It’s quite an eye-opener to think what can  

    happen in a river.” 



Assembly feedback from staff: 

• ‘‘Mrs Gosling was amazingly brave and 
having her there made the message real for 
our students.”  

 

• “It was a very good assembly, pitched at just 
the right level.” 

 

• “It's vital that we continue to get this 
message out to all students, especially to 
young teenagers, at this time of year. 

 

• “Huge thanks to all involved.” 



Further staff feedback: 

• “It got the point across really well.” 

• “It was emotional and I got a lump in my 
throat." 

• “It made me realise the danger and I would 
stay out of water.” 

Media coverage: 
www.durhamadvertiser.co.uk/news/14597
697.Mum_warns_schoolchildren_of_cold_
water_shock_on_anniversary_of_her_son_
Cameron_Gosling_s_tragic_river_death/ 



County Durham and Darlington Fire 
and Rescue Service’s Bishop 
Auckland fire station watch 

manager Simon Davison on why 
the service wanted to take part in 

the assemblies.  

Click image to play 



Campaign shortlisted for CIPR 
Award: 



Local Government Association highlights work 
of Dying to be Cool 

 

Press release: http://www.local.gov.uk/media-
releases/-
/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS 

 

Online coverage of release by The Express: 

• www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCL
USIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-
tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll 

 

http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.local.gov.uk/media-releases/-/journal_content/56/10180/7937263/NEWS
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll
http://www.express.co.uk/news/uk/704112/EXCLUSIVE-Mum-speaks-of-horror-tombstoning-tragedy-as-figures-reveal-shock-death-toll


Support from Olympic silver medal rower 
Jess Eddie 

 

“Good luck with the campaign!” 
http://www.durham.gov.uk/article/

8655/Olympian-Jess-backs-Dying-
to-be-Cool 

Media coverage: 
http://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk
/news/14742905.Olympic_medal_w
inner_backs_cold_water_campaign/

?ref=arc 
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Testimonials 

Mike Barton, chief constable, 
Durham Constabulary 

“We have been more than happy to 
support the Dying to be Cool 
campaign.  
“It is absolutely vital that we raise 
awareness of cold water shock 
among young people and we hope 
it will save lives.” 
 



Stuart Errington, chief fire officer, 
County Durham and Darlington Fire 

and Rescue Service 

“Water safety is a high priority for our service 
whether through our involvement in search and 

rescue or as part of our campaigns to remind 
people of the dangers posed by rivers, lakes and 

the sea. We were pleased to be part of this 
summer’s ‘Dying to be Cool’ campaign; working 
with Durham County Council, the assemblies in 
schools allowed us to reach hundreds of young 

people in a way that was interesting and 
memorable to explain how to stay safe when 

enjoying time outdoors.” 

 



David Walker,   
leisure safety manager, Royal Society for the 

Prevention of Accidents 

"ROSPA fully supports the Dying 
to be Cool campaign which has 
brought little known cold water 
shock into the spotlight.  
“We very much commend 
Durham County Council  for its 
work and hope it will help 
young people stay safe ." 
 



Laura Cowan, friend of Cameron 

“I think it is a brilliant campaign, there has been 
so much work gone into it.  

“Fiona’s been round tons of schools and it is 
really starting to make a difference.” 



Fiona Gosling 

    

“Cameron and I knew nothing of cold water 
shock and for his family and friends, life will 

never be the same now he has gone. 

“I began to campaign to raise awareness of cold 
water shock in Cameron’s memory and then the 

opportunity to work with the Safe Durham 
Partnership arose. 

“Dying to be Cool has got the message about 
cold water shock to hundreds of thousands of 
people and hopefully the campaign will stop 

other families experiencing the pain with which 
we live.” 

 



 



RIP Cameron Gosling 
2000-2015 
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