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Chief Executive NEAS NHS Foundation Trust Yvonne Ormston

Bernicia House, The Waterfront, Goldcrest Way, Newburn Riverside, Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, NE15 8NY

Chief Constable Steve Ashman
Northumbria Police
North Road, Ponteland, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, NE20 0BL

Chief Fire Officer Paul Hedley
Northumberland Fire and Rescue Service
County Hall, Morpeth, NE61 2EF

Chief Executive Maritime and Coastguard Agency Sir Alan Massey
Bay 3/23, Spring Place, 105 Commercial Road, Southampton, SO15 1EG

1 CORONER

| am Tony Brown, senior coroner, for the coroner area of North Northumberland

2 | CORONER’S LEGAL POWERS

| make this report under paragraph 7, Schedule 5, of the Coroners and Justice Act 2009
and regulations 28 and 29 of the Coroners (Investigations) Regulations 2013.

3 | INVESTIGATION and INQUEST

On 7" April 2015 | commenced an investigation into the death of Joshua Harry Smith
aged 16 years. The investigation concluded at the end of the Inquest on 4™ November
2016 with the following narrative conclusion:-

‘On the 4™ April 2015 Joshua Harry Smith aged 16 years attended a party at a friend’s
house, Joshua drank some alcohol, but was not drunk. He seemed fine when Joshua’s
father collected him; arriving home at 00.30 a.m. on the 5t April 2015. At 02.15 a.m.,
Joshua contacted ambulance control by 999 call asking for an ambulance. He was
below the cliffs near the southernmost part of Spittal Beach, (Northumberland) having
fallen. Joshua had intended to jump from the cliff, then changed his mind, slipped and
fell down the cliff to the bottom. Earlier text and Facebook messages showed that
Joshua was thinking of taking his own life. After a prolonged search Joshua was
eventually found clinging to a rock in the water at the base of the cliff at 04.01 a.m.
There had been significant delays because Joshua’s first call to ambulance control
advising his location as ‘Spittal’ was not heard until it was later played back, and while




ambulance, police, fire and other agencies tried to locate Joshua. There was no
indication that JESIP principles (Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Program)
were followed regarding briefings or co-ordination of resources, and the Berwick
ambulance crew felt that there was no search co-ordinator or person taking overall
control. Other agencies did not feedback what resources they had committed to the
incident. When Joshua was eventually located at 04.01 a.m., he lost his grip while
holding onto a rock, and he was taken away from the shore by movement of the waves.
An RAF Sea King helicopter by that time arrived and Joshua was winched out of the sea
unconscious, and conveyed to Wansbeck General Hospital. Sadly Joshua’s death was
confirmed at 06.15 a.m. at Wansbeck General Hospital.

CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE DEATH

As described in the above narrative.

CORONER’S CONCERNS

During the course of the inquest the evidence revealed matters giving rise to concern. In
my opinion there is a risk that future deaths will occur unless action is taken. In the
circumstances it is my statutory duty to report to you.

The MATTERS OF CONCERN are as follows. —

At 2.15 a.m. when Joshua made his 999 call he stated to Ambulance control that he had
fallen from a cliff near Spittal Beach (which is on the south side of the River Tweed) and
injured himself, that he was alone and was unable to walk.

Police and other emergency services were not immediately alerted from the outset of the
information provided in Joshua's telephone call to 999. Joshua’s location could not be
identified from the mobile phone call made to 999.

Two Police Officers on Berwick Town Centre duties (which is north of the River Tweed)
were asked in the street by paramedics for assistance in locating Joshua, and while
paramedics went to look for Joshua on the north side of Berwick near the Holiday Park
and cliffs, the police officers travelled to Spittal looking for Joshua although they had no
name or further details at that time. A brief search of Spittal beach near to the cliffs by
Police Officers was unsuccessful, before they returned to Town Centre duties. A report
to Police Control was not made at that time.

The search for Joshua was briefly stood down after a North East Ambulance call to
Joshua's father indicated that Joshua was at home in his bedroom, without waiting for
o check and confirm whether Joshua was in fact in his bedroom.

The search for Joshua continued at Berwick Holiday Park (on the north side of the River
Tweed and the town of Berwick-upon-Tweed) as a result of his location at Spittal Beach
not being recognised from his 999 call.

After Joshua’s phone call was ‘listened back’ it was observed that he had described his
location as Spittal, at the bottom of a cliff, near Spittal beach.

Joshua had explained in his 999 call that he was below cliffs having fallen, was injured
and that an ambulance would not be able to reach him. The Hazardous Area Response
Team of North East Ambulance was not deployed to the incident until approximately 3
a.m. arriving at the scene under an hour later and were 1.5 miles away from the incident
at the time Joshua was swept out to sea by action of the waves.

The circumstances of the incident showed that although there were examples of good
co-operation and effort among the emergency services, overall command, control and
co-ordination were unclear and JESIP was not followed.




ACTION SHOULD BE TAKEN

| believe that action should be taken to address the concerns raised by the
circumstances of Joshua Harry Smith’s death.

YOUR RESPONSE

You are under a duty to respond to this report within 56 days of the date of this report,
namely by Monday 6" February 2017 (allowance for holiday period).
I, the coroner, may extend the period.

Your response must contain details of action taken or proposed to be taken, setting out
the timetable for action. Otherwise you must explain why no action is proposed.

COPIES and PUBLICATION

| have sent a copy of my report to the Chief Coroner and to the following Interested
Persons:-

I - to= Local Safeguarding Children Board. |

have also sent it to Councillor Leader of Northumberland County Council,
N /> and Right Honourable Jeremy Hunt MP, who may find it
useful or of interest.

| am also under a duty to send the Chief Coroner a copy of your response.

The Chief Coroner may publish either or both in a complete or redacted or summary
form. He may send a copy of this report to any person who he believes may find it useful
or of interest. You may make representations to me, the coroner, at the time of your
response, about the release or the publication of your response by the Chief Coroner.
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