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WORLD DRUG REPORT 2017 
Source: UNODC 

• Between 2009 and 2017, 111 countries 
and territories reported an accrued amount 
of 803 NPS globally – Source: UNODC EWA 
on NPS 



Blurred 
boundaries: 
Synthetic Drugs, 
New 
psychoactive 
substances (NPS) 
and  
Controlled 
prescription 
drugs (CPD) 



The emergence of products from prescription drugs, categorized as new psychoactive 
substances (NPS), especially fentanyl analogues, has been associated to the rise of 
overdoses, even fatal ones, among opioid users.  

In the last years some new synthetic opioids have been related to the increase of serious 
adverse events and deaths. 

In the United States, since 2009 people every year have died in larger numbers 
from drug poisoning use than those from car accidents or violence:  
• tripling from 16,849 deaths in 1999 to 52,404 in 2015. 

Source: Centers for Disease Control Prevention 

1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Drug Poisoning 16849 17415 19394 23518 25785 27424 29813 34425 36010 36450 37004 38329 41340 41502 43982 47055 52404

Suicide 29199 29350 30622 31655 31484 32439 32637 33300 34598 36035 36909 38364 39518 40600 41149 42773 44193

Homicide 16889 16765 20308 17638 17732 17357 18124 18573 18361 17826 16799 16259 16238 16688 16121 15809 17793

Firearms 28874 28663 29573 30242 30136 29569 30694 30896 31224 31593 31347 31672 32351 33563 33636 33674 36252

MV Crashes 42401 43354 43788 45380 44757 44933 45343 45316 43945 39790 36216 35332 35303 36415 35369 35398 37757
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Number of Injury Deaths by Drug Poisoning, Suicide, Homicide, Firearms, and 
Motor Vehiche Crashes in the United States, 1999-2015 

Sometimes classifications turn confusing: CPD and NPS 



FENTANYL  
and its analogues 

• In the United States the CDC reported an increase of 
79% in deaths from synthetic opioids, from 5,343 in 
2014 to 9,580 in 2015. While the category of synthetic 
opioids includes other substances such as Tramadol, 
fentanyl prevails widely. 

• In Canada, during the 2009-2014 period at least 655 
deaths were attributed to fentanyl as the leading 
cause of death or as a contributing cause. 

• Fentanyl was first synthesized in 1959 and 
was placed under international control as a 
Schedule 1 substance in 1964 under the 
Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 
1961. 

• It is the most powerful opioid available to 
medical use in humans with a power 100 
times greater than that of morphine.  

• Carfentanil is considered 10,000 times 
more powerful than morphine.  It is for 
veterinary use in large animals only.  
Medical use in humans is not approved.  It 
was first synthesized in 1974 and remains 
the most powerful opioid commercially 
available worldwide. 

• The non medical use of fentanyl and its 
analogues may lead to serious health 
consequences. Tolerance and dependence 
develop very quickly and can reach 
extreme levels.  

• Every event of non medical use entails high 
risk of overdose and death from 
respiratory depression, a common 
secondary effect of opioids. 



• With regard to the European Union, the increasing 
concern on the use of ketamine as NPS led to a risk 
assessment in 2000 within the framework of joint action 
on new synthetic drugs. 

• The European Commission concluded that it was not 
appropriate to introduce control measures and 
recommended an increased monitoring of ketamine use. 

• Ketamine is a dissociative anaesthetic agent, mainly used 
in veterinary practice. 

• Aside its pharmaceutical use, ketamine is  frequently sold 
as “ecstasy” in the illicit ATS’s markets. 

• Streets names include “K”, Special K, cat Valium, among 
others. 

• In high doses, ketamine may cause states similar to 
dreaming and hallucinations; in even higher doses, 
ketamine may lead to delirium and amnesia. 

KETAMINE 



LSD 
• Lysergide is a semi-synthetic hallucinogen and one 

of the most powerful drugs ever known.  
• Its recreational use became popular between 1960 and 1980; it is 

currently less common than in the past. 

• LSD is under international control, although some 
phenethylamines -most of them under no control- 
are being sold as LSD in different Latin American 
countries. 

• The international common denomination is (+) – 
lysergide. The acronym LSD derives from the 
German name Lysergsäurediethylamid (Lysergic 
acid diethylamide).  
• Lysergide belongs to the family of the indolealkylamines, which 

includes numerous substituted tryptamines like psilocin (found in 
“magic” mushrooms) and N,N-dimethyltryptamine 



NPS: Easy to produce, transport, send (Courier), 
camouflage and sell 

Purchase / sale of drugs through the darknet 



Buying DRUGS 

over the “dark web” 
• The dark web includes content that is circulating 

over encrypted nets or darknets; it makes use of 
the World Wide Web, but requires special 
programs or access authorization. 

• The purchase of drugs over the Internet, in 
particular over the “dark web”, may have 
increased during the last years.  
• This trend poses concerns about the potential of the “dark web” to attract 

new populations of users, easing the access to drugs in an environment 
• -although illegal- that prevents users from the direct contact with criminals 

and police authorities.  

• As the “dark web” cannot be accessed through the 
typical search on the web, buyers and sellers get 
access through The Onion Router (TOR), for 
securely hidden identities. 

• Products are usually paid with bitcoins or other 
crypto-currency, and often delivered via postal 
services. 



• Different operations leading by EUROPOL 
have achieve the complete or partial 
closure of some important nets. 
Nevertheless, when one market closes, 
the most trusted next one tends to 
absorb the most part of the displaced 
business. 
• According to a 2015 online survey, purchasing via dark 

net presents certain “advantages” to the buyers, so 
that  it is used even by people who never bought or 
used drugs before. 

• The survey showed that  about 4% of dark web users 
had never used any drugs before their access via the 
“dark net“. 

• In the same way, 30% of people who 
acquired drugs via the “dark web” 
reported the use of a wider range of 
drugs than before starting to purchase 
over this net. 

Buying DRUGS 

over the “dark web” 



NEW 
PSYCHOACTIVE 
SUBSTANCES-NPS 

• General aspects and 
the scope of the 
problem 



• They are not controlled under any international Conventions on drugs 

• Available just recently 

• Linked to serious health risks 

• Mirror the effects of traditional drugs 

What are New Psychoactive Substances? 



Sedative-Hypnotics 

Dissociative-Anaesthetics 

Hallucinogens 

Stimulants 

Cannabinoids 

Opioids 

Benzodiazepines 

Phencyclidine 

LSD & 2C-B 

Cocaine & ATS 

Cannabis 

Morphine & Heroin 

Phenazepam, Etizolam 

Ketamine, Methoxetamine 

25B-NBoMe, NBoMe 

Mephedrone, BZP, Alpha-PVP 

AM-2201, Synthetic cannabinoids 

AH-7921, MT-45, Acetyl fentanyl 

Drugs 

*Substances in black are already under control, and substances in red  have been recommended to international control by the  WHO Expert Committee on Drug Dependence 

What are New Psychoactive Substances? 



New psychoactive substances may 
be even more lethal than other 
drugs; market still relatively small 

• In spite of the large number of NPS 
circulating the drug markets, the global 
market volume of these substances is still 
rather small compared to other drugs.  

• One aspect of concern on NPS is that 
users of these drugs are not aware of the 
quantity or dosage of the psychoactive 
substances contained in some of them, 
which may expose people to serious health 
risks.  

• There is little or no scientific information to 
determine possible effects of these 
substances and the best way to counteract 
them. 

• Between 2009 and 2016, 106 countries 
and territories informed UNODC of the 
emergence of 739 different NPS. 



Priorities on NPS: monitoring, 
prevalence and persistence 

By the end of 2017 more than 800 NPS had been reported globally 



Monitoring the new psychoactive substances 
in the Americas 

• In the Americas, there is no specific legal instrument 
from agencies such as the Organization of American 
States that enables organizations and Member States 
to take action on potentially dangerous NPS. 

• Nevertheless, official recommendations do exist, 
adopted within the framework of the Group of Experts 
on Chemical Substances and Pharmaceutical Products 
of CICAD/OAS. 

• Additionally, the countries meet the decisions of the 
United Nations Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
regarding NPS. 

• Overall, Latin American and Caribbean countries are in 
a different stage regarding NPS, if compared with the 
advances of the United States and Canada in that 
matter. 

• Nonetheless,  certain countries from Latin America and 
the Caribbean have moved forward with enhanced 
monitoring systems that include NPS, the 
implementation of early warning systems and changes 
to legislation on drugs in order to add NPS. 

 



Monitoring new psychoactive substances and controlled 
prescription drugs in the Americas 



Drug poisoning deaths involving selected illicit drugs, 
2008-2015 
Source: National Center for Health 
Statistics/Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, United States. 

*”Medications” within the CDC’s category of 
death by drug poisoning were previously 
“prescription drugs,” but that was changed 
for two reasons: 

(1) the category includes Over-The-Counter 
medications and (2) in December 2015, the 
National Center for Health Statistics changed 
the definition to include, “…other unspecified 
narcotics,” which slightly increased the 
numbers. 

Controlled prescription drugs (CPDs) include -
but it is not limited to- narcotics (e.g. Vicodin, 
OxyContin), depressants (e.g. Valium, Xanax), 
stimulants (e.g. Adderall, Ritalin), and 
anabolic steroids (e.g. Anadrol, Oxandrin). 

Opioid analgesic overdose deaths include 
deaths from natural and semi-synthetic 
substances: codeine, morphine, oxycodone, 
hydrocodone, and methadone. 

Psychostimulants with abuse potential 
include such drugs as methamphetamine, 
amphetamine, methylphenidate (Ritalin), and 
3, 4-methylenedioxy-methamphetamine 
(MDMA, Ecstasy). 

 

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015

Medications* 21994 22668 23749 24697 24085 24536 27303 31181

Heroin 3041 3279 3038 4397 5927 8260 10574 12990

Cocaine 5129 4350 4183 4681 4404 4944 5415 6784

Psychostimulants with
Abuse Potential

1302 1632 1854 2266 2635 3627 4298 5716
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New Psychoactive Substances 
United States 

Past year prevalence of NPS use in US 12th grade 
students, 2011-2016 

Past year prevalence of NPS use in undergraduate 
students of the United States, 2002-2016 
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New Psychoactive Substances 
Latin America 

Lifetime prevalence of ketamine use in general 
population of five Latin American countries 

Lifetime prevalence of ketamine use in secondary 
school students of five Latin American countries 
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New Psychoactive Substances (NPS) and controlled prescription 
drugs (CPD) in Undergraduate Students 

Past year prevalence of drug use in undergraduate 
students, Colombia, 2016 Past year prevalence of LSD use in Andean 

undergraduate students regionally, by sex and 
total, 2009, 2012 and 2016 

Past year prevalence of drug use in undergraduate 
students, Uruguay, 2015 
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New Psychoactive Substances by effects, 
reported in South America and Globally 

Source: UNODC, EWA on NPS. Based on 
analysis of 126 out of 130 NPS reported in the 
region as of July, 2017. Due to the great 
number of substances in a plant and the low 
understanding of their effects and 
interactions, plant-based NPS are excluded 
from this analysis. 

23% 

1% 

30% 
1% 

43% 

1% 1% 

New psychoactive substances by effects reported in 
South America, as of July 2017 

Synthetic Cannabinoid
Receptor Agonists

Dissociatives

Classical hallucinogens

Sedative / hypnotic

Stimulants

Opioids

No yet assigned



NPS arrival to 
Latin America 

• Seizure cases 

• Death cases 

Autopsies on the victims determined the use of ecstasy, marihuana, cocaine, gamma 
hydroxybutyrate (GHB), ketamine and lidocaine, among other drugs.  Not every victim 
consumed the same drugs nor the same amounts. 



NEW PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES - NPS 

Early Warning Systems - EWS 



Early Warning System:  
Users and needs 

• International organizations the likes of EMCDDA, CND, 
the WHO Expert Committee on Drug Dependence, 
INCB, are all the reference and background for 
discussion and decision making on trends, maps, 
terminology, effects, dangers of NPS. 

• National experts, politicians, and decision-makers:  
Data on trends analysis, legal aspects, etc. 

• Laboratories:  Identification of different types of NPS, 
analysis methodologies, scientific names, etc. 



Review of NPS for international 
planning 

• The UNODC’s early warning 
system contributes to the 
identification of NPS towards a 
short listing for international 
review, taking into account such 
criteria as geographical 
prevalence and persistence of 
NPS. 

• Impact:  The discussion on 
international NPS control is 
centered on a manageable 
number of substances (higher 
prevalence, persistence and 
danger). 



AVANCES DE LOS 

SAT 
EN LOS PAÍSES DE 
AMÉRICA LATINA 

PROGRESS IN THE 
EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEMS OF 

Latin 
American 
countries 



EARLY WARNING SYSTEM PARTNERS 
National and International 

EWS NGO 

Police 

Justice 

Customs 

Health 

NOD 
Observatories 

Other 

Forensic 
Labs 

UNODC 
EWA on 

NPS 

OEA/CICAD/OID 

SAT/EWS  
on NPS 

EMCDDA 
EWS on 

NPS 



Multiple Sources of Information 
Data triangulation 

 

Reports:   
• Forensic and Toxicological 

Analysis 
• Law enforcement 
• Drug inspections and  

Surveys 
• Health information 

Data based on events 

Cluster data 

-Seizures 
-Sample collection 
-Biological samples 

Serious adverse events 

Open source information : 
Internet, media, users, 
Scientific literature / gutter press/ 
darknet 

-Focal investigations 
-Wastewater analysis 
- Computational model of data  
- Profiling Drug-toxicology 

EWS 
Sources of information 



Future challenges for the 
Early Warning Systems on NPS 

• Guarantee a constant flow of data on NPS from a broad 
range of sources (links to national and regional 
agencies). 

• Gather information in a more systematic manner on 
risks and dangers (pharmacological and toxicological 
information). 

• Support the inclusion of the scheduled NPS (under 
control) within the different international mechanisms 
of data gathering, such as ARQ. 

• Satisfy demand coming from laboratories and law 
enforcement towards an improvement in their 
capacities for detection and identification of NPS. 



NEW 
PSYCHOACTIVE 
SUBSTANCES - 

NPS 
Risks and challenges 



Source: UNODC NPS questionnaire 2014 

NPS: The public health dimension 

What is in the blotters, 
tablets,…?  

NPS: The public health dimension 
Seized products containing mixed new psychoactive substances 



NPS: The public health dimension 

Risk of 
transmission of 

infections 

Compulsive 
injecting 

Risky 
sexual 

practices 
Injecting drug use of  
synthetic cathinones 

NPS: The public health dimension 



NPS in prisons 

Inexpensive, powerful, undetectable 



• Making use of (other) regulations (sometimes 
controversial) not related to drugs 

• Criminalization of supply 

• Modifying drug legislation 

• Criminalization of supply and/or temporary 
possession or risk assessment mechanisms 

• Introducing new legislation on NPS 

• Criminalization of supply 

• Or combinations 

• Making use of pharmaceutical legislation 

• Making use of legislation on consumer 
protection 

Legislation on NPS 

The national legislations’ 
answers to changes– since 2009 



PRECURSORS FOR 
SYNTHETIC DRUGS 
PRODUCTION 

• Precursors control 

• Role of forensic laboratories 

• Need for training and 
exchange  of information in a 
rapid and timely manner 



FUTURE 
CHALLENGES 

• Need of building or improving the 
monitoring and exchange of 
information systems:  Surveys, EWS, 
etc. 

• Challenges for control agencies:  
Police and customs. 

• Need of building new skills:  
Education and training. 

• Challenges for health teams:  
Detection, reaction, and education. 

• Challenges for forensic laboratories:  
Detection, experience share, 
coordination. 

• Potential alternatives for the existing 
legislation. 



40 

www.CICAD.OAS.org/Hemispheric 

More information about NPS: 
http://www.cicad.oas.org/Main/Template.asp?File=/oid/smart/default_spa.asp 

https://www.dea.gov/druginfo/fentanyl.shtml 

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/scientists/science-and-policy.html 

https://www.incb.org/incb/es/precursors/index.html 
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