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• 273 (144 + 129) drugs under 
international control from 1961 
until the end of 2018. 
• The number of NSPs reported 
has grown from 166 in 2009 to 
868 as of December 2018 (904 
until mid-2019). 
• Opioids today make up the 
second group with more users 
globally. 

 

CONTEXT: Towards a 
"synthetic" world 



SYNTHETIC DRUGS 

• Amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) 

• Stimulants/entactogens such as ecstasy 

• Anesthetics/hallucinogens such as 
ketamine 

• Hallucinogens such as LSD 
• Analgesics such as opioids 



Amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) 
• Amphetamines Group 

– Amphetamine 

– Methamphetamine 

• They are stimulant drugs, which can come from licit commerce 
(medicines) or illegal trade (manufactured in clandestine 
laboratories and sold in the illicit drug market). 

• ATS represent the third largest global drug market after cannabis 
and opioids. 

• Producing countries in the Americas: Mexico and the United 
States. 

• Highest consumption in the Americas: North America. 



3,4-metilen dioxi-methamphetamine - MDMA 
• Known in the market as "Ecstasy." 

• Its use was popularized in long-term ("raves") or electronic 
dance parties since the late 1980s. 

• Ecstasy is currently a drug used at any event. 

• It is a very adulterated drug (methamphetamine, caffeine, 
lidocaine, cocaine, NPS, etc.). 

• In high concentration of MDMA it is a highly stimulating drug, 
entactogenic and hallucinogenic. 

• The sale of adulterated ecstasy is responsible for a large number 
of poisonings and deaths. 



KETAMINE 
• Ketamine is a dissociative anesthetic agent, which is mainly 

used in veterinary practice. 
• It is a comparatively low-cost anesthetic, therefore widely 

used in developing economies. 
• As a medicine, it is not subject to international control, but it 

is controlled by some countries. 
• Outside of its pharmaceutical use, for its hallucinogenic 

effects, ketamine is often sold as "ecstasy" in the illicit 
markets of ETA. 

• Street names include 'K', 'K special', 'kit kat', 'tac', 'tic', 'cat 
valium', 'cat tranquilizer', 'vitamin K', among others. 

• In high doses, ketamine can cause states similar to sleep and 
hallucinations; and in even higher doses, ketamine can cause 
delirium and amnesia. 

• The non-medical use of ketamine includes it in one of the NPS 
categories. 



LSD 
• Lysergide (Lysergic acid diethylamide - LSD) is a semi-

synthetic hallucinogen and is one of the most potent 
drugs known. 

• Recreational use became popular between 1960 and 
1980. 

• LSD is under international control, but in several Latin 
American countries some pheneletylamines, most of 
them substances that are not under control, are being 
sold as LSD. 

• Common forms of LSD doses in the streets are 
"blotting paper" or "square paper" 

• LSD is less commonly seen as small tablets 
('microdots') that are 2-3 mm in diameter, as thin jelly 
squares ("window panels") or in capsules. 



CONTROLLED PRESCRIPTION DRUGS - CPD 



FENTANYL 
 

• Fentanyl: it was first synthesized in 1959. It was 
brought under international control in 1964. 

• It is the most potent opioid available for medical 
use in humans, with a potency about 100 times 
greater than morphine. 

• Carfentanil: it is estimated to be about 10,000 
times more potent than morphine. It is intended 
only for veterinary purposes in large animals. 
Medical use in humans is not approved. It was first 
synthesized in 1974 and remains the most 
powerful opioid commercially available in the 
world. 

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

• Each episode of non-medical use carries a high risk 
of overdose and death from respiratory 
depression, a common side effect of opioids. 



Fentanyl and its analogues 
• In the United States* deaths from synthetic opioids increased 13 times 

(1300%) in a decade, from 2,213 in 2007 to 28,466 in 2017. 

• While the category of synthetic opioids include other substances such as 
methadone and tramadol, fentanyl largely dominates the category. 

• In the United States, since 2009 more people die each year from drug 
poisoning, than as a result of vehicle crashes or acts of violence, almost 
quadrupling from 18,848 deaths in 1999 to 70,237 in 2017. 

• In Canada, during the 2009-2014 sexennial there were at least 655 
deaths in which it was determined that fentanyl was the cause, or one of 
the causes, that contributed to those deaths. 

*Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality. 



Drug overdose deaths in Canada, EU and  
the United States, 2017 

Country 
Drug-Induced 
Deaths 

Deaths with 
Opioids present (%) 

Mean age 
at death 

Overdose death rate 
per 100,000 

          
CANADA 3987 72   10.9 
          
EUROPEAN 
UNION  9138 78 39 6.2 
          

UNITES 
STATES  70237 71   21.7 

Sources: USA: Hedegaard H, Miniño AM, Warner M. Drug overdose deaths in the United States, 1999–2017. 
NCHS Data Brief, no 329. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2018. 

EMCDDA: http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/data/stats2018/drd_en 

CANADA: Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses. National report: Apparent 
opioid-related deaths in Canada (January 2016 to December 2017) Web-based Report. Ottawa: Public Health 
Agency of Canada; June 2018. 



Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States  
by Sex, 1999–2017 

 Male Female Total 

1999 11258 5591 18848 

2000 11563 5852 17415 

2001 12658 6736 19394 

2002 15028 8490 23518 

2003 16399 9386 25785 

2004 17120 10304 27424 

2005 18724 11089 29813 

2006 21893 12532 34425 

2007 22298 13712 36010 

2008 22468 13982 36450 

2009 22593 14411 37004 

2010 23006 15323 38329 

2011 24988 16352 41340 

2012 25112 16390 41502 

2013 26799 17183 43982 

2014 28812 18243 47055 

2015 32957 19447 52404 

2016 41558 22074 63632 

2017 46552 23685 70237 
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Source: NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality. 

NOTES: Deaths are classified using the International Classification of 

Diseases, 10th Revision. Drug-poisoning (overdose) 

deaths are identified using underlying cause-of-death codes X40–X44, X60 

X64, X85, and Y10–Y14. 



Opioids Overdose Deaths in the United States, 
1999 - 2009 - 2017 

Any opioid Heroin 

Natural and 
semisynthetic 
opioids Methadone 

Synthetic 
opioids other 
than 
methadone 

1999 8050 1960 2749 784 730 

2009 20422 3278 9735 4696 2946 

2017 47600 15482 14495 3194 28466 

Source: NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Mortality. 
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Drug poisoning deaths compared to other causes of death 

in the United States 

*Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

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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The Opioids Epidemic Impacts: 
Families: 
• Increase in overdose deaths. 

• Increase in individuals living with opioid use disorder. 

• Increase in babies exposed to opioids during pregnancy (born with neonatal 
abstinence syndrome). 

• Increase in children entering foster care. 

• Greater risk for outbreaks of HIV and Hepatitis C among injection drug users. 

 

And the economy: 
• $78.5 billion - Cost of prescription opioid dependence, abuse, and overdose in 

the United States in 2013. 

• 25%  - Percentage of worker’s compensation prescription drug claims that were 
for opioids in 2011. 



Opioids 





Reports of opioid consumption in Latin America 

• Colombia, Ecuador and Mexico have recently 
reported opioid use, mainly heroin. 

• There is no evidence that this use is on synthetic 
opioids, but there is also no research to 
determine if this is so. 

• The 2019 World Drug Report accounts for a 
significant increase on Non-medical use of  
pharmaceutical opioids in Chile. 



BENZODIAZEPINES 
• Benzodiazepines are among the most used 

tranquilizers CPDs in the Americas.  

• They correspond to a group of medications used 
to treat problems such as anxiety, insomnia and 
seizures. 

• Chronic consumption of benzodiazepines can 
lead to tolerance and addiction. 

• In the United States, the non-medical use of 
benzodiazepines combined with prescription 
opioids is behind numerous overdose deaths. 

• Based on information from different EWSs, most 
of the benzodiazepines distributed in the illicit 
drug market have deviated from the legitimate 
drug trade. 

Fuente: UNODC WDR 2019 



Benzodiazepine use in countries of the Americas, by sex 



SALE OF DRUGS THROUGH THE DARK 
NETWORK – DARKNET 



Synthetic drugs: Easy to produce, transport, send (Courier), camouflage and sell - Buy/sell 
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.  

• 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 led by EUROPOL 
have achieve the complete or partial 
closure of some important nets. 

• Nevertheless, when one market 
closes, the next most trusted one 
tends to absorb the most part of the 
displaced business. 

• In the same way, 30% of people who 
acquired drugs via the “dark web” 
reported the use of a wider range of 
drugs before purchasing 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 Convention on drugs 

• Available just recently 

• Linked to serious health risks 

• Mirror the effects of traditional drugs. 

What are the New Psychoactive Substances? 



Sedative/Hypnotics 

Dissociative-Anaesthetics  

Hallucinogens 

Stimulants 

Cannabinoids 

Opioids 

Benzodiazepines 

Phencyclidine 

LSD & 2C-B 

Cocaine & ATS 

Cannabis 

Morphine & Heroin  

Phenazepam, Etizolam 

Ketamine, Methoxetamina 

25B-NBoMe, NBoMe 

Mephedrone, BZP, Alpha-PVP 

AM-2201, Synthetic cannabinoids 

AH-7921, MT-45, Acetyl fentanyl 

Drugs 

NPS categories, according to their effects 

Source: UNODC 

*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 



NPS – Classification by effect group (7) and 
by chemical composition (9). 

Fuente: UNODC WDR 2019 

Source: UNODC EWA on NPS 



With a market still relatively 
small, NPSs may be even 

more lethal than other drugs 

• NPS users 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 2019 UNODC EWA 
informed of the emergence of 904 
different NPS. 



Monitoring the new 
psychoactive substances and 
controlled prescription drugs in 
the Americas 



New psychoactive substances: United States 
Past year prevalence of NPS use among 
secondary school students from 12th 
grade in the United States, 2011-2016 

Past year prevalence of NPS use among 
university students in the United States, 
2002-2016 



NPS arrival to 
Latin America 

• Seizure cases 

• Death cases 

Buenos Aires, Argentina. 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: 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 University Students 

Past year prevalence of drug use in university 
students, Colombia, 2016 

Past year prevalence of LSD use in Andean university 
students regionally, by sex and total, 2009, 2012 and 
2016 (Andean university students at regional level includes Bolivia, 

Colombia, Ecuador and Peru) 

Past year prevalence of drug use in university 
students, Uruguay, 2015 
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NEW PSYCHOACTIVE SUBSTANCES - NPS 

Early Warning System - EWS  



PROGRESS IN THE 
EARLY WARNING 
SYSTEMS IN  

LATIN 
AMERICAN 
COUNTRIES 

Early Warning System for the 

Americas - SATA 



Early Warning Systems: 
users and current needs 

• International and regional organizations such as CICAD, 
WHO, UNODC, EMCDDA, INCB, among others, are the 
reference  entities and global forums for discussion and 
decision making on trends, maps, terminology, effects, 
damages, etc. of NPS.  

• National experts, politicians and decision makers should 
know the data of trend analysis, legal approaches, etc. 

• Experts in prevention and treatment, and organizations 
in the field of public health must prepare for new health 
care delivery . 

• Forensic experts for the analysis and chemical 
identification of the diverse range of NPS, analysis 
methodologies, scientific names, etc. 



Future challenges for the 

Early Warning Systems on NPS 

• Guarantee a continuous 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 

What is in  
blotters, 
tablets,…?  

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



NPS: The public health dimension 

Injecting drug use of synthetic 
cathinones 

Risk of transmission of 
infectious diseases  

Compulsive 
injecting 

Risky sexual 
practices 

NPS in prisons 
Inexpensive, powerful, undetectable 



Fuente: Informe Nº3,  dic. 2017 - Mesa Nacional de Nuevas Sustancias 
Psicoactivas, Ministerio del Interior y Seguridad Pública, Gobierno de Chile 



Fuente: Informe Nº3,  dic. 2017 - Mesa Nacional de Nuevas Sustancias 
Psicoactivas, Ministerio del Interior y Seguridad Pública, Gobierno de Chile 



• 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 information exchange 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. 



www.CICAD.OAS.org/Hemispheric 

For more information on 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 

20/08/2019 
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