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As Britain loses its War on Drugs, 
what will happen in 2024?
The last two years: 

• Nitazenes in Birmingham and the UK

• Unintended consequences of Prohibition

• The story of Afghan heroin

• The story of SCRAs (synthetic cannabinoid receptors)

• The story of Xylazine

• What will happen next



Date of 
death

Gender
Age Cause of death

Place of 
death

October 
2021 M 20

1a .SARS-CoV-2 COVID-19 infection (post-mortem RT-PCR test 
positive). Arrhythmogenic cardiomyopathy. Synthetic opioid
 (N-pyrrolidino etonitazene) toxicity. Acute ethanolic intoxication.
11. Benzodiazepine (Alprazolam) consumption. Zopiclone 
consumption. Home

January
 2022 M 27

1a N-pyrrolidino etonitazene toxicity 
11 cocaine and flualprazolam use. Left Ventricular Hypertrophy Home

January
 2022 M 19

1a Combined toxicity of N-pyrrolidino etonitazene and 
flualprazolam

Home

• 2 students and a young business man, aged 19, 20 and 27 yrs. 

• They all separately thought they had bought oxycodone pills. 

• They were not people who used heroin.

• Toxicology showed n-pyrrolidino etonitazene.

Three young men who did not know each other, died in Birmingham in 2021-22.



-1950s nitazenes were first discovered and described in scientific papers.

-2019: China controlled fentanyl and its precursors. 
Chinese underground chemists experimented with   other synthetic opioids.

-2020-2021 First wave of Nitazenes i“new” synthetic opioids first arrived in the UK from China in pills, disguised as 
Oxycodone or as one of the benzodiazepines.
Contributed to deaths of 3 young people in Birmingham and other teenagers around the UK.

- 2023: Taliban reduced poppy crop by 95%. 
Second wave of nitazenes in the UK: summer 2023

“Nitazenes” found in “heroin” contributed to  at least 28 deaths in Birmingham since June 2023
2024 will be worse as heroin becomes scarce and expensive

95% of Europe’s illicit heroin 
comes from Afghanistan. 
Crop successfully reduced 
by 95% in 2022-23. 
(Photo: Talking drugs)

Synthetic opioid fentanyl and it’s precursors
successfully controlled by China in 2019

Why are nitazenes here now? 



Prohibition in Afghanistan: 2nd wave of nitazenes
in Birmingham and across the UK:

June/July/August 2023

A different population at risk: 
This time people who use heroin. 

• June/December 2023: 28 people died (confirmed by inquest).

• Toxicology found  n-desethyl isotonitazene

• Deaths were among people who normally used heroin. 

• Most were people who were living in hostels and supported 

accommodation across the area north of Birmingham city centre.



28 nitazene related deaths in Birmingham UK in 2023, so far confirmed at inquest  

(9 of the cases also involved xylazine) 

Month of death: 5x June 2024, 17x July-September 3x October 2x Nov 1x December 

Ages:  20s x3,  30s x7,  40s x9,  50s x4,  60s x2         5 women 23 men

28 people, all of  whom thought they had bought “ordinary” heroin.

Toxicology at time of death Number of 
people

N-desethyl isotonitazene 28 people

Metonitazene 1

Heroin 22

cocaine 14

Xylazine 9

Methadone 3

Table by Dr J Yates : Birmingham inquest findings (up to inquests completed by 9/4/2024)



N-desethyl isotonitazene detected in polydrug users admitted to hospital 
in Birmingham
19 non-fatal presentations (13 were non-fatal overdoses) 
and one fatality.
Published online: 14 Feb 2024

Methods

• This is an observational case series of patients with suspected or declared substance use who were admitted to hospitals 
in the Sandwell and West Birmingham National Health Service Trust between July and October 2023. All patients were 
found on toxicological screening to have been exposed to N-desethyl isotonitazene

Results

Twenty presentations involving 19 patients who tested positive for N-desethyl isotonitazene were included in the study. 
In 19 presentations, multiple substances were detected on toxicological screening. 

The number of patients testing positive for other substances were: 

• 19 for cocaine and its main metabolite benzoylecgonine, 

• 13 for morphine, 11 for the heroin-specific metabolite 6-monoacetylmorphine,

•  10 for xylazine, 

• 8 for gabapentinoids (pregabalin and/or gabapentin), 

• 7 for methadone and/or the metabolite, 2-ethylidene-1, 5-dimethyl-3, 3-diphenylpyrrolidine,

•  6 for benzodiazepines and 

• 5 for the synthetic cannabinoid MDMB-4en-PINACA.
Mark Pucci, Gurpreet Singh Jutley, Jonathan Looms & Loretta Ford (2024)
N-desethyl isotonitazene detected in polydrug users admitted to hospital 
in Birmingham, United Kingdom, Clinical Toxicology, DOI: 10.1080/15563650.2024.2309321

https://doi.org/10.1080/15563650.2024.2309321


WEDINOS Welsh Emerging Drugs and 
Identification of Novel Substances



WELSH EMERGING DRUGS AND 
IDENTIFICATION OF NOVEL SUBSTANCES



WEDINOS have found 155 examples of “nitazenes” in pills and powders since 2021.
(54 of these so far in 2024) 

Here are the most recent examples:

Date Intended 
purchase

Ingredients when tested appearance Post 
code

place

10/4/2024 M30 Oxycodone Metonitazene Blue pill NG5 Nottingham

9/4/2024 Accord Diazepam Bromazolam, Metonitazene Blue pill B772 Tamworth

5/4/2024 Valium MSJ Metonitazene, Bromazolam Blue pill SA15 Llanelli
3/4/2024 Accord Diazepam Metonitazene, Bromazolam Blue pill DE11 Swadlincote

2/4/2024 Diazepam MSJ Mtonitazene, Bromazolam Blue pill TS18 Stockton-on-Tees

2/4/2024 Benzo (diazepam) Bromazolam, Metonitazene White pill LL55 Caernarfon

2/4/2024 Diazepam 
(Accord)

Metonitazene, Bromazolam, MDMA, 
Cocaine, ketamine

Blue pill CF23 Cardiff

28/3/2024 Diazepam 
(Bensedin)

Bromazolam, Metonitazene, 
Nitrazolam

White pill BN37 Hove/Brighton

28/3/2024 Diazepam 
(Accord)

Bromazolam metonitazene ketamine Blue pill GL3 Gloucester

26/3/2024 Diazepam Metonitazene Bromazolam White pill CF10 Cardiff
25/3/2024 Heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, N-

desethyl isotonitazene, heroin
Brown powder WR1 Worcester

25/3/2024 Oxycodone M30 Metonitazene Blue pill ST16 Stafford

Table: Dr J Yates. Information from WEDINOS.org



Nitazenes are a response to 
prohibition

Synthetic cannabinoid receptor 
agonists
 (SCRAs, Spice, mamba) are here as 
response to prohibition.

Xylazine is now seen mixed with 
heroin as a response to prohibition 

Guns and knives are involved in the 
supply of drugs because of 
prohibition.

Let’s try something different:

“legalise and regulate the supply of drugs –
 including cocaine and heroin - to undermine 
gangsters who are killing thousands every year”
Lord Charlie Falconer,
Labour Party Conference side event , 2018.



“The times they are a-changing”
1967: “The Law against marijuana is immoral in principle 
and unworkable in practice”………

April 1st 2024
Times advert 1967



Feb 2024

April 
2024

March 
2024

March 2024

April 2024

In Germany from April 1st

2024, everybody can grow 
3 cannabis plants each. 

Meanwhile in the UK……



The story of Afghan heroin 
1983-2023

Be careful what you wish for





Prohibition in Afghanistan-rising price of opium: 
increasing net returns on 1 hectare of opium poppy between 
August 2022 and December 2023

David Mansfield: “His published work has sought to contextualise drugs as a development issue, and in particular 
has focused on developing pro-poor approaches to rural livelihoods interventions in illicit drug producing areas.”

https://www.alcis.org/blog





The story of SCRAs -“Mamba” “Spice” 

(synthetic cannabinoid receptor agonists)
Nothing to do with cannabis



34 (so far) SCRA related deaths in Birmingham since 2016. 
33 men 1 woman (ages 22yrs to 52 yrs) . 

Changing presentation of synthetic cannabinoid related death in Birmingham in 2023
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Number of cases where synthetic cannabinoid was found to be part of cause of death in each month: 
Birmingham 2016-2023



“THC”:
One third of “THC Vapes”  tested by WEDINOS in Mar/April/May ‘23 

contained only Synthetic cannabinoids:

Date of death
Age

Cause of death at inquest

March 2018

Man aged 41

1a Hypoxic brain damage
1b Synthetic cannabinoid 
(5F-ADB) 

Collapsed on 
canal side. Died in 
hospital

Hostel dweller
Known to use 
“Mamba”

March 2023

Man aged 34

1a synthetic cannabinoid 
(MDMB-4en-PINACA) and 
cocaine toxicity

Construction 
worker. Found at 
Friend’s house

Not a “mamba” 
smoker. 
Mis-sold ”THC” 

vape?



Synthetic cannabinoid receptor agonists (SCRAs, Spice, mamba)  were 
invented as a response to prohibition.
93 “THC” vapes containing only synthetic cannabinoids (and no THC) found by WEDINOS since 
January 2023. 
(there are earlier less frequent examples back to May 2018)

Date Purchase 
Intention

Ingredients found appearance Postcode place

26/3/2024 THC oil MDMB-4en-PINACA, 5F-ADB, 4F-MDMB-
BINACA

Green blue liquid EH13 Edinburgh

20/3/2024 THC liquid ADB-BUTINACA Blue liquid DY11 Kidderminster

15/3/2024 THC vape liquid MDMB-4en-PINACA Yellow liquid TD15 Berwick-upon-Tweed

15.3.2024 THC oil MDMB-4en-PINACA, nicotine Yellow liquid YO18 Pickering. West of
Scarborough

7/3/2024 THC oil MDMB-4en-PINACA Yellow liquid HU7 Kingston upon Hull

7/3/2024 THC MDMB-4en-PINACA Yellow liquid S63 Sheffield

7/3/2024 THC MDMB-4en-PINACA, nicotine Green liquid S63 Sheffield

29/2/2024 THC e-liquid 5F-ADB Pink, red liquid L7 Liverpool

20/2/2024 THC liquid MDMB-4en-PINACA, 5F-ADB Colourless liquid EN6 Enfield

13/2/2024 THC vape 5F-ADB, MDMB-4en-PINACA, nicotine Red liquid HR1 Hereford

Table by Dr Yates. Information
from WEDINOS website



The story of Xylazine.
Xylazine is not an opioid

Created in 1962, it is a quick acting animal 
anaesthetic

(which also causes vaso-constriction so slow wound healing.)



Only x18 xylazine samples found by WEDINOS during whole of 2023 
(table Dr J Yates. Information from WEDINOS.org website)

date Intention Some of the ingredients found Appearance Postcode Place

12/12/23 Heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, metonitazene, isotonitazene Brown powder CF47 “loss of consciousness” Merthyr 
Tydfil

1/12/23 Street 
diamorphine

Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, metonitazene, 
isotonitazene, heroin, bromazolam, nitrazolam, 

Pink, brown 
powder

SE26 Lewisham (London)

20/11/23 Heroin Heroin, xylazine, paracetamol, Brown powder EH16 “Loss of consciousness” Edinburgh
27/10/23 Tramadol Xylazine, paracetamol White pill CH5 Near Chester
22/9/23 Heroin Xylazine, Paracetamol, Caffeine, Heroin, 

metonitazene, protonitazene, bromazolam, 
morphine, nitrazolam

Green,
brown powder

TD1 Galashiels 
(South of Edinburgh)

18/9/23 Codeine Xylazine White pill BA13 Westbury (near Bath)
11/9/23 Codeine Xylazine White pill HD1 Huddersfield
23/8/2023 Codeine 

Phosphate
Xylazine White pill B7 Birmingham

10/8/2023 Codeine 
Phosphate

Xylazine  Dipentylone White pill KT13 Weybridge

8/8/2023 Codeine Xylazine White pill TN22 Uckfield 
18/5/2023 Codeine Xylazine White pill BN23 Eastbourne

18/5/2023 tramadol Xylazine paracetamol White pill BH12 Bournemouth

23/4/2023 Codeine Xylazine White pill BH12 Bournemouth

7/2/2023 Codeine Xylazine White pill UB10 Uxbridge

7/2/2023 Diazepam Xylazine Bromazolam Blue pill NP20 Newport

3/2/2023 Diazepam Xylazine Bromazolam Blue pill NP11 Newport

2/2/2023 Diazepam Xylazine Bromazolam Blue pill CF10 Cardiff



17 examples of Xylazine found by WEDINOS in first three months of 2024:    
Table Dr J Yates (results posted by WEDINOS.org up to 10/4/2024)

date Intention Some of the ingredients found Appearance Postcode Place
25/3/2024 heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, 

N-desethyl isotonitazene, heroin
Brown powder WR1 Worcester

20/3/2024 heroin Xylazine, heroin, paracetamol, papaverine Black brown solid EH32 East of Edinburgh

20/3/2024 heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, metonitazene, heroin, 
papaverine

Brown solid EH32 East of Edinburgh. “Loss of consciousness”

20/3/2024 Heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, heroin Brown solid EH21 East of Edinburgh.”Loss of consciousness”

27/2/2024 Heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine, heroin, papaverine Pink powder EH8 Edinburgh. “Loss of consciousness”

27/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, xylazine, noscapine, paracetamol, caffeine Red /brown powder TD9 Scotttish borders.Around Berwick-upon-Tweed. “Loss of 
consciousness”

27/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine Brown solid EH41 East of Edinburgh

27/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, Xylazine, Paracetamol, caffeine Brown solid EH41 East of Edinburgh

19/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, xylazine, caffeine, paracetamol, Brown solid EH21 East of Edinburgh

15/2/2024 Heroin Noscapine, Paracetamol, Metonitazene, xylazine, Heroin, 
caffeine

Brown powder EH76 Inaccurate post code? Edinburgh

13/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, Xylazine, Paracetamol, caffeine Pink/grey solid EH39 North Berwick (East of Edinburgh)

13/2/2024 Heroin Heroin, Xylazine, Paracetamol, Caffeine Brown powder EH21 South east of Edinburgh

13/2/2024 Heroin Xylazine, Paracetamol, Heroin, Caffeine, Thebacon Grey/brown solid EH32 East of Edinburgh

18/1/2024 Heroin Heroin, xylazine, paracetamol, caffeine Brown powder EH32 East of Edinburgh

11/1/2024 Heroin Metonitazene, xylazine, paracetamol, protonitazene, 
bromazolam, nitrazolam, heroin

Brown granules CF40 “Loss of consciousness, overdose” Tonypandy, (north of Cardiff)

11/1/2024 Heroin Heroin, paracetamol, caffeine, xylazine Brown powder FK8 West of Stirling, Scotland

11/1/2024 Heroin Xylazine, paracetamol, metonitazene, isotonitazene Brown powder CF47 “loss of consciousness” Merthyr Tydfil



What will happen next?



Prohibition: Watch out for A I 



Civil Society driving change at the UNODC in Vienna:
As a result of increasing overdose deaths in the US and the rise of synthetic 
opioids,
3 astonishing things happened at the annual United Nations Committee on 
Narcotic Drugs (CND) session in Vienna ( March 2024)

1)First mention of “Harm Reduction”  in a

Committee on Narcotic Drugs resolution

in 20 years

2) The “Vienna Spirit” of Consensus-by-default 

was broken. 

The resolution was  passed by vote, leading some 
to hope that more changes may follow

3) UN High Commissioner for Human Rights
spoke in person at the CND for the first time.  
Volker Türk said, 
“After decades of following a largely
punitive approach, we can see this simply is not working. 
Not by any metric”,

Volker Turk: 

United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights

(Historical picture of me 
taken in Vienna in 2015!)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_High_Commissioner_for_Human_Rights
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_High_Commissioner_for_Human_Rights


Careful legal regulation
of all drugs 

Kofi Annan “I believe that 
drugs have destroyed many 
lives, but wrong government 
policies have destroyed many 
more.”



Labour Party Conference:

Former Justice Secretary Lord Falconer calls for UK to legalise drugs 

Lord Falconer said Labour should ‘legalise and regulate the supply of drugs’  including 
cocaine and heroin - to undermine gangsters who are killing thousands every year

By SIMON WALTERS FOR THE DAILY MAIL

PUBLISHED: 00:04, 24 September 2018 | UPDATED: 09:06, 24 September 2018

"I want to apologise for supporting the war on drugs. We can see with 
shocking clarity that it has been a tragic disaster."

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/home/search.html?s=&authornamef=Simon+Walters+for+the+Daily+Mail


https://transformdrugs.org/publications/after-the-

war-on-drugs-blueprint-for-regulation

https://transformdrugs.org/publications/after-the-war-on-drugs
https://transformdrugs.org/publications/after-the-war-on-drugs


What will happen in 2024?
We are unlikely to end our War on 
Drugs this year.
Heroin will become scarce and expensive.

Nitazenes and other new substances will be an increasing threat to 
two groups:

1. Young people (often teenagers) who buy pills and powders on-
line (especially diazepam, Xanax, oxycodone)

2. Older people (20-70) who normally use heroin

o Drug checking. Toxicology. 

o Naloxone (especially if you go out to clubs or pubs)

o “Safe supply” (increase all forms of prescribing: OST including heroin 
assisted treatment. Also benzos for those who have become dependent)

o “Drug consumption rooms” especially attached to needle syringe 
programmes, where people who have nowhere safe or hygienic to inject 
their drugs can come inside and get whatever  help they need.



If you are a health care professional, join the new global association of:  Doctors for 
Drug Policy Reform (D4DPR)  

Let’s end the “war on drugs” and the war on people who take drugs
Apply common sense.

Stop doing things which don’t work, and Stop causing harm

Thank you 
Dr Judith Yates   

@judithyates1
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