
  

New psychoactive substances 

New psychoactive substances (NPS) are drugs which are designed to replicate the effects of illegal substances.  

NPS began to appear in the UK drug scene around 2008/09. Since that time interest in, and probable use of, these drugs has increased. The drugs fall into 
four main categories: 

Synthetic cannabinoids – these drugs mimic cannabis and are traded under such names as Clockwork Orange, Black Mamba and Exodus Damnation. 
They bear no relation to the cannabis plant except that the chemicals which are blended into the base plant matter act on the brain in a similar way to 
cannabis. 

Stimulant-type drugs – these drugs mimic substances such as amphetamine, cocaine and ecstasy and include BZP, mephedrone, MPDV, NRG-1, 
Benzo Fury, MDAI, ethylphenidate.  

‘Downer’/tranquiliser-type drugs – these drugs mimic tranquiliser or anti-anxiety drugs, in particular from the benzodiazepine family and include Etizolam, 
Pyrazolam and Flubromazepam. 

Hallucinogenic drugs – these drugs mimic substances like LSD and include 25i-NBOMe, Bromo-Dragonfly and the more ketamine-like methoxetamine. 

Much media attention is given to announcements that significant numbers of ‘new drugs’ have been identified. This can be misconstrued as suggesting that all 
these new drugs are as different from each other as cannabis is from heroin is from cocaine. However, invariably, any new drug identified, will fit into one of the 
above categories. 

NPS are sold online and on the high street, sometimes in ‘headshops’ (shops which sell drug paraphernalia) and sometimes in corner shops, convenience 
stores or garages. The drugs are sold in brightly coloured packaging under a variety of brand names. This makes it difficult to know what substance is being 
purchased; the contents of one branded package could change from week to week.  

Effects 

The effects of NPS vary significantly from drug to drug, but there is now a growing body of evidence to demonstrate the potential short and long-term harms 
associated with their use. There have been hospitalisations and deaths linked to NPS. 

The Scottish Drugs Forum carried out a survey of drug services in 2013 [1] which summarised some of the key reported harms during intoxication and 
comedown: 

● Overdose and temporary psychotic states and unpredictable behaviours;  
● Attendance at A&E and some hospital admissions;  
● Sudden increase in body temperature, heart rate, coma and risk to internal organs (PMA);  
● Hallucination and vomiting;  
● Confusion leading to aggression and violence;  
● Intense comedown that can cause users to feel suicidal. 

Use was also associated with longer term health issues: 

● Increase in mental health issues including psychosis, paranoia, anxiety, ‘psychiatric complications’;  
● Depression;  
● Physical and psychological dependency happening quite rapidly after a relatively short intense period of use (weeks) 

The law 

Many NPS are outside the control of the Misuse of Drugs Act and some people refer to the drugs as ‘legal highs’. This can give people the impression that the 
drugs are safe, which is not the case.  

The Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD), the government’s expert group, has already undertaken research on the risks and harms associated 
with a number of these drugs and advised that they should be brought under the control of the Act, so an increasing number are now illegal, including Spice 
(Class B), mephedrone (Class B), naphyrone (Class B), methoxetamine, (Class B), NBOMe (Class A) and benzofuran (Class B) are now illegal.  

The Home Office introduced Temporary Class Banning Orders (TCDOs) in November 2011 to enable a faster legislative response when use or potential use 
of an NPS was causing concern. TCDOs allow an NPS to be brought under the control of the Misuse of Drugs Act for 12 months, to allow sufficient time for 
the ACMD to investigate the risks and harms associated with their use and form their advice to the Home Secretary.  

While the drug is under a TCDO, it is referred to as a ‘temporary class drug’. Possession of temporary class drugs is not illegal (although enforcement 
agencies have the right to seize and dispose of such a substance, and to search and detain a person suspected of possession of a temporary class drug). 
Supply, manufacture and importation of temporary class drugs is illegal and the maximum penalties are significant (up to 14 years imprisonment and an 
unlimited fine).  

It is important to remember that the seller may not actually know what they are selling. NPS products sold as legal may in fact be or contain illegal drugs. 

Prevalence 

It is very difficult to accurately determine the prevalence of NPS. Firstly, what little data exists is often the result of self-reporting and self-selecting surveys 
conducted among people with a higher level of drug use than the general population, such as those attending festivals or clubs. Secondly, people often do not 
know what exactly it is that they are taking.Substances rapidly appear and disappear from the market in a range of packaging and under a variety of brand 
names. 

The information that is available to us, from surveys, discussions with health professionals, drug and alcohol workers and knowledge-gathering projects such 
as DrugWatch, it appears that the drug which has the highest UK profile is mephedrone. 
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[1] Scottish Drugs Forum. The shape of drug problems to come: the results of the 2013 drug trends in Scotland survey, p.11 
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Get involved... 

● Contact us  
● Join us  
● Support us  
● Follow us (twitter)  
● Like us and keep up to date (Facebook)  
● Recent consultations  
● Volunteer with us  
● Advertise your research  
● Add your project (PRISM)  

What we do... 

● Policy and campaigning  
● Press work  
● Free news service (DrugScope Daily)  
● Work with members  
● Druglink magazine  
● London Drug and Alcohol Network (LDAN)  
● Funding Watch  
● Blogs  

Information on... 

● Individual drugs  
● Where to get help  
● Young people's website on drugs (D WORLD)  
● Conferences and events  
● Key documents  
● Drug policies  
● UK and International links  
● Latest news and reports (DrugScope Daily)  
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