
News update - February 2026

Welcome to the latest edition of the Healthwatch County Durham newsletter! This
month, we’re sharing a range of support and wellbeing services available across the
county, from cancer awareness and training, to autism support, employment
programmes and free debt and money advice.

Whether you’re a service user, carer or professional, our aim is to connect you with
the right support and keep you informed about opportunities, resources and
initiatives that can make a real difference to your health, wellbeing and quality of life.

New Report:
Community Mental Health Transformation
Evaluation



We’ve published a new report bringing
together experiences from people using
services and those delivering
community mental health support
across County Durham.

The findings show that while progress
has been made (including better
collaboration between services,
improved awareness and a growing
sense of shared purpose), the system
is not yet working consistently or in
a fully joined-up, person-centred
way.

People told us they still face
significant barriers to accessing
support, such as long waiting times,
unclear or fragmented pathways, poor
communication and a lack of continuity.

Those with moderate to high mental health needs are particularly affected, often
falling between primary and secondary care thresholds.

Professionals shared similar concerns, highlighting capacity and workforce
pressures, inconsistent referral criteria and system gaps that can lead to delays,
rejected referrals and unmet needs. While new approaches like multi-agency working
and the Gateway show promise, awareness and uptake remain limited.

The report sets out clear recommendations to improve access, strengthen
communication, simplify referrals, embed person-centred practice and ensure lived
experience continues to shape future services.

Read the full report 

https://www.healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk/sites/healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk/files/Community%20Mental%20Health%20Transformation%20Evaluation%20Report%202026%20-%20Copy.pdf


New Enter and View Report:
Unity House, Peterlee



We recently carried out an Enter and View visit at
Unity House, a residential care home for people with
a learning disability in Peterlee. During our visit, we
spoke with residents, staff and a family member and
observed day-to-day life within the home.

Feedback was overwhelmingly positive. Residents
told us they feel listened to, supported and involved
in decisions about their care. Staff were described as
friendly, caring and respectful, with strong
relationships built through one-to-one support.

We also observed a clean, welcoming and homely environment, with personalised
bedrooms and a wide range of communal spaces and activities.

Alongside the positives, the report highlights a small number of suggested
improvements, such as maintaining comfortable temperatures, reducing noise in
busy areas and ensuring consistency when agency staff are used at weekends.
These are intended as enhancements to an already person-centred and effective
service.

News & useful information

Joining the Dots
Support after a cancer diagnosis

Read the full report

https://www.healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk/report/2026-02-02/enter-and-view-unity-house


Joining the Dots supports people aged
18 and over in County Durham to live
well after a cancer diagnosis whether
you’re newly diagnosed, going through
treatment or living beyond cancer.

The service is there not only for people
with a cancer diagnosis but also for
immediate carers, helping them feel
more supported and better able to care
for their loved one.

Joining the Dots can help with a wide
range of things, from small lifestyle
changes that support wellbeing, to
practical advice, including support to
access the right benefits through
Macmillan Welfare Rights.

If you or someone you care for could benefit from extra support, find out more about
Joining the Dots and how to access the service here.

Durham Autism Support Service

Daisy Chain delivers the Durham Autism Support Service, a needs-led service for
people aged 16 and over living in County Durham.

The service is available to people who:

Are on a waiting list for an autism
diagnosis, or

Already have an autism
diagnosis

Support is tailored to the individual and
may include:

Information and advice

Peer support drop-in sessions

Bookable 1:1 appointments

Psychoeducation to help people
better understand themselves

https://www.durhamlocate.org.uk/Services/872/Welfare-Rights-Servi
https://www.yourwellbeingservices.uk/services/joining-the-dots/


Support is available both in person and online, with weekly drop-ins at venues across
Durham.

To find out more or book a 1:1 appointment:
Call: 01642 531248 (option 2)
Or email: durham.support@daisychainproject.co.uk

Connect to Work
Tailored employment support in the North East

Connect to Work is a new programme
designed to support people into
employment in a way that works for
them. Funded by Government
investment and delivered across the
North East, the programme recognises
that one size doesn’t fit all.

The programme supports people who
face barriers to employment, including
those with long-term health conditions,
disabilities or complex life
circumstances, to find the right job, at
the right time, with the right employer.

How the support works

People are offered personalised employment support through one of two
approaches, depending on their needs:

Individual Placement and Support (IPS)
Employment support is integrated alongside health and support services,
helping people move into work while continuing to receive the care and support
they need.

Local Supported Employment (LSE)
A more intensive level of support for people with autism, learning disabilities, or
higher support needs. Participants receive regular contact with an Employment
Specialist and are supported in a holistic, joined-up way. Referrals may be
made through partner organisations where appropriate.

Who can access Connect to Work?



You may be eligible if you:

Have a disability or long-term
health condition, or

Are part of a group that may face
additional barriers to work,
including carers or ex-carers,
people with lived experience of
homelessness, care leavers,
veterans, refugees, survivors of
domestic abuse, people with
substance dependency histories,
and others.

Support is available whether you’re:

Looking for work yourself

Referring someone to the
programme

An employer, GP or healthcare
professional wanting to find out
more

Cancer Awareness Workshops & Training

The County Durham Cancer Awareness Team offers free support for communities
and workplaces across the county to help reduce cancer risk, encourage early
detection, and promote healthier lifestyles.

 
They provide:

Workshops and information
stands in person or virtually

Guidance on self-examination

Information about early signs and
symptoms of common cancers

Support to attend NHS Screening
Programmes

 

Find out more about Connect to Work

https://www.facebook.com/cancerawarenessteamcodurham/
https://triage.net/connect-to-work


Become a Cancer Champion

Cancer Champions are volunteers
trained to raise awareness in their
communities. Training covers:

How to reduce cancer risk

Recognising early signs and
symptoms

How to have supportive
conversations about cancer

Reliable sources of cancer
information

Training is free, delivered face-to-face
or virtually, and uses Cancer Research
UK’s ‘Let’s Talk Cancer’ resources.

For more information contact: 
📧 Email: cddft.countydurhamcancerawareness@nhs.net
📞 Call: 0800 876 6887

Free Debt and Money Advice in County Durham

Community Money Advice County
Durham (CMACD) offers free,
confidential, face-to-face and telephone
support for anyone struggling with
finances, debt or managing money.

Debt can affect more than just your
finances, it can impact relationships,
health, housing and wellbeing. Getting
support early can be life-changing.

📧 Email:
office@moneyadvicedurham.org.uk
📞 Call / leave a message: 0191 303
7514

What we offer:

Advice on managing debt and finances

https://durhamcp.org.uk/community-money-advice-county-durham/
https://durhamcp.org.uk/community-money-advice-county-durham/


Support with benefits, budgeting and food vouchers

Drop-in sessions in Durham City and Consett with Louise for practical
guidance

Appointments at multiple venues across County Durham

Home visits in special circumstances

All services are free, unconditional, and confidential, delivered in a way that suits
you.

Locations and opening times:

Durham City: Mon, Wed, Fri, 12:30–14:30 (Waddington Street URC)

Consett: Mon, Wed, Fri, 10:00–12:00 (Consett Methodist Church)

Brandon, Chester-le-Street, Ferryhill, Newton Aycliffe, Spennymoor,
Stanley, West Auckland, Willington – appointments available.

CMACD is authorised by the Financial Conduct Authority and affiliated with the
national charity Community Money Advice.

💡 Remember: seeking help early can reduce stress, protect your wellbeing and
help you regain control.

Share your experience with us
Our work starts with your story. You can share your feedback with us at any time —
anonymously if you prefer.

Telephone: 0300 180 0025

Email: info@healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk

Website: www.healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk

If we’re not available straight away, please leave your details and a member of the
team will get back to you.



Contact us:

Healthwatch County Durham
Unit 3
Crook Business Centre
New Road
Crook
County Durham
DL15 8QX

Call: 0300 180 0025 between the hours of 09:00
– 17:00 Monday to Friday

Email: info@healthwatchcountydurham.co.uk

Making a complaint: Find out about
our complaints process
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