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European Drug Report 2019: highlights

▪ Cocaine: record seizures, new distribution methods and evidence of 

growing health problems

▪ Synthetic opioids: acute poisonings and deaths a concern, 

opioid-containing medicines appear to be playing an increasing role in 

drug problems

▪ Heroin: increased quantity and precursors seized plus laboratories 

detections

▪ NPS: diversity of substances, increasingly targeted at people with 

problematic drug use patterns 

▪ Cannabis: increased potency, new production techniques, main drug 

reported for new treatment entrants 
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Cocaine: Europe’s market continues to grow

Wastewater analysis of 

cocaine residues between 

2017–18 shows an increase 

in 22 of 38 cities
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Number of powder cocaine seizures and quantity 

seized: trends and 2017 or most recent year



Cocaine: more evidence of harms 
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33 000 new treatment clients —

increase since 2014

11 000 clients entered 

treatment for crack cocaine use 

in 2017 



▪ 5.4 tonnes of heroin seized 

(17.4 tonnes in Turkey), 

81 tonnes of the heroin 

precursor chemical acetic 

anhydride

▪ Laboratories detected in the EU 

producing heroin from morphine 

using this precursor 

▪ Heroin purity remains high and 

retail price relatively low

Heroin: indications of market changes
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Number of heroin seizures and quantity seized: trends and 

2017 or most recent year 



Fatal overdoses: opioids present in majority of deaths
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From 2012–17 overdose deaths 

increased in older groups 

9 461 deaths in 2017 

(EU, Turkey and Norway)



HCV: enhancing access to prevention, testing and 

treatment
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▪ HCV prevalence among people who inject drugs ranges from 15 % to 82 %

▪ Barriers to testing and uptake of treatment



▪ 390 of the 730 substances 

monitored by the EWS were 

detected in 2017

▪ 55 of these were detected for 

the first time in 2018

▪ NPS seizures: cannabinoids 

and cathinones dominate, but 

opioids and benzodiazepines 

increase

▪ Synthetic opioids now playing a 

bigger role

NPS: diversity of substances in a complex market
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▪ 49 new synthetic opioids 

monitored by the EWS, fentanyl 

derivatives are now the majority 

▪ 6 fentanyl derivatives were 

detected in Europe for the first 

time in 2018

▪ Two fentanyl derivatives linked 

with nearly 100 deaths were 

risk assessed in 2018

▪ Synthetic opioids targeted at 

people with problematic drug 

use patterns

▪ Overdose cases include people 

who thought they were buying 

heroin

NPS: new synthetic opioids, a growing concern
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Synthetic drug production: Europe’s growing role
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▪ MDMA and amphetamines produced: 

increased seizures of alternative 

precursors

▪ Hazardous waste: complex production 

generates more dangerous by-products 

▪ Laboratories: 21 MDMA laboratories 

dismantled, methamphetamine 

production linked to use in new 

countries

▪ Increased purity: MDMA tablet content 

at 10-year high, amphetamine and 

methamphetamine purity higher than a 

decade ago 

Photo: © Pharmaceutical Control Laboratory, Office of the Cantonal Pharmacist, Bern, Switzerland
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▪ 1 % of adults are daily users 

▪ 18 % of 15–24 year olds used cannabis in 

the last year

▪ The average potency of cannabis has been 

increasing 

Cannabis: increases in potency and treatment 

entrants 
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Cannabis resin

▪ Cannabis is the drug most 

often reported as the main 

reason for entering 

treatment for new entrants 

to specialised treatment 

services 



M-health: new tools for responding to drug problems

▪ Digital prevention and treatment interventions are being delivered via 

m-health apps

▪ Multiple functions provided (e.g. geolocation to find needle and 

syringe exchanges) 

▪ Challenges: evaluation, quality standards and data protection 
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Concluding remarks

▪ A market dominated by imported plant-based substances has evolved 

into one where synthetic drugs and production within Europe have 

grown in importance

▪ Changes in the type of substances being observed – new psychoactive 

substances targeted at people with long-term and problematic drug use 

patterns

▪ The hepatitis C virus is highly prevalent among this population – new 

medications have enhanced our ability to combat the virus, barriers to 

testing and treatment a key issue

▪ Consumers typically — knowingly or unknowingly — use different 

substances, which means good forensic and toxicological data is 

needed to detect new health threats like those posed by 

synthetic opioids
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