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European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and 

Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) 
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Decentralized agency of the European Union 

Based  Lisbon, established: 1993  

Role:  provide EU with a factual overview of drug problems and a solid 

evidence base to support the drugs debate 



Buy the ticket…enjoy the ride 
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But, before we start…safety recommendations. 



The buyer beware 
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 In this area of information it is essential to be aware of the 
limitations of the data 

 

Attempt to piece together bits of information to obtain a 
credible whole. Triangulate! 

 

European picture… not possible to go deeply into methods 

 

Studies focus mostly on risks, forgetting pleasure 

 It’s in the drugs field, the only context on which the 
 word ‘recreational’ has a negative connotation 

 

 



Drug monitoring in Europe 1980s 
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Drug trends 1995–2015: 20 years of change 
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 Heroin use, injection and HIV decline 

 

 Nationally differentiated stimulants markets develop & 

stimulants become more important 

 

 Poly drug use and consumers more permissive in 

their drug choices…diffusion and new developments 

occur more rapidly 

 

 NPS emerge 

 

 Treatment expansion 

 

 Cannabis market changes 

 

 

 

 

 

 



I want to dance with numbers by Kraftwerk 

 Cannabis: most commonly used 

 Cocaine: most common stimulant  

 MDMA: most common synthetic 

stimulant  

 Heroin and other opioids: use 

relatively rare but associated to 

most harms 

 NPS: low prevalence 
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Mapping studies in Europe… 
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Measuring ‘drug use’ in recreational settings in Europe 
 
Quite inclusive… clear geographical pattern 
 
• Studies specifically on nightlife settings assessing drug use 

levels 
 

• Studies on drug use that highlight use in nightlife settings 
although not being studies carried out in nightlife settings (e.g. 
GDS, NPS use study in Poland) 
 

• Studies not specifically on quantifying how many use drugs 
but that find high levels of use in recreational settings (e.g. 
wastewater-based epidemiology) 
 

• Part of an integrated approach (e.g. Antenne Netherlands, 
TREND in France) 

 
  



Mapping studies in Europe… 
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Measuring ‘drug use’ in recreational settings in Europe 

 

Setting/context: ‘NTE’ spaces (bars, club venues, music festivals, ‘on 

the streets’), online,… 

 

 

Method: surveys, wastewater, indirectly from hair testing, pill testing… 

 

 

Measurements: 

 

How many? Limited data on frequency and amounts used 

 

Characteristics? Looking at typologies of users 

 

Amounts? Scarce info on type of product 



Give a person a fish and you feed them for a day; teach 

that person to use the Internet and they won't bother 

you for weeks 

Growing body of targeted online 

survey research on people who 

use drugs 

 

The best example…Global Drug 

Survey 

 

With all the methodological 

caveats… it is still the only and 

best available source in many 

countries 

 

NPS use in Poland 

Comprehensive 2016 Nightlife 

Study (Netherlands) 10 



Some numbers 

Regular nightclub goers: between 

4 and 25 times higher than in the 

same age group in the general 

population.* 

 

The most common drugs used: 

• cannabis (55%) 

• ecstasy (37%) 

• cocaine (22%)  

• amphetamines (19%)* 

 
*EMCDDA, analysis of Global Drugs Survey, 

2015   
 

Related problems 

- Intoxication 

- Traffic accidents 

- Violence 

- Injuries 

- Sexual risks 
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Global Drugs Survey – MDMA use 

90% oral 10% snorted 
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Patterns of use in recreational settings 

13 

Mostly in a context of polydrug use…alcohol almost always present 

 

• Drugs taken together to have cumulative or complementary effects. 

 

• Replacement effect of one drug by another, due to changes in price, 

availability, legality or fashion (e.g. mephedrone replacing cocaine…). 

 

• Interactions between different drugs consumed close together in time 

can lead to increased toxicity. 

 

• Naïve use.  

 

 

 



But which is which? 
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Tablets containing 

fentanyl, Canada, 2016 

Oxycodone HCl 30mg tablet, 

WebMD.com, 2016 

JWH-210, Finland, 

2015 

Cannabis, Portugal, 

2014? 



Core themes identified. 
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• Increased use as a result of growing social vulnerability since the 

recession 

 

• Changes in behaviours as a response to harm reduction/prevention 

campaigns (e.g. French example after the circulation of extremely 

strong tablets and Netherlands 2016 study) 

 

• Patterns of NPS use seem to be restricted in time (e.g. Austria) 

 

• Cocaine. Signs of increased availability? Increased purity, lower price 

 

• ‘Trendspotting component’ 

 

 

 

 

 



German festival. Grouping users 

(Hannemann, 2017) 
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Conservative 

 

 

 

Traditional 

n=575; substance use is (mostly) limited to “traditional” 

party drugs; apart from cannabis relatively low monthly 

frequency of use; most NPS named  

Psychedelic 

 n=275; traditional club drugs and psychedelic/dissociative 

drugs; greater likelihood of the combination of substances  

Unselective 

n=172; riskiest consumption patterns, highest 

consumption rates, greatest likelihood of the combination 

of substances; although smallest group 2nd largest number 

of NPS mentions 

n=549; lowest consumption rate, little range of 

substances, smallest lifetime prevalence of concurrent 

substance use;  fewest mentions of NPS, smallest range 

of NPS named 

 



Belgium. Comparing settings (Hogge, 2016). 
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Cocaine 

2013 2014 2015 

During the event (%) 6.8 10.2 13.3 

Usually in nightlife (%)       

Never 75.8 72.7 64.0 

Sometimes 19.4 23.6 27.8 

Often 4.8 3.8 7.8 

Crack, free-base 

During the event (%) 6.8 2.1 2.4 

Usually in nightlife (%)       

Never 92.6 92.7 90.6 

Sometimes 5.5 5.7 8.2 

Often 1.9 1.6 1.2 

Ecstasy 

During the event (%) 8.5 14.3 15.4 

Usually in nightlife (%)       

Never 76.5 70.0 61.0 

Sometimes 17.8 22.5 30.1 

Often 5.7 7.5 8.9 



Luxembourg. The only study available on 

drug use (Both, 2013). 
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Slovakia. Using wastewater-based 

epidemiology. 
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Sewage epidemiology -  cocaine mg/day/1000 - 2015  

‘The highest amount of cocaine 

metabolites in sewage were measured in 

time of the music festival’ 



Norway. Linking survey data to interventions 

Risky substance use among young adults in the nightlife 

arena: An underused setting for risk-reducing interventions? 

(Nordfjærn, 2016) 

 

• ‘7% reported ever having used new psychoactive 

substances and 1% reported having used such 

substances the past year. That is the highest prevalence 

of NPS use found so far in a Norwegian study with a 

considerable number of participants.’ 
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Third summer of love? 
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New precursors and pre-precursors available, industrial scale and flexible 
production processes 
 
MDMA’s return and risks from adulterants - High potency tablets available 
 
Sophisticated marketing, designer brands, tailored products 
 
Trade in the Internet 
 
New names and a wider range of MDMA products 
 
More mainstream use – parties and festivals in a more complex stimulants 
market 
  
 



• Training staff and professionals 

• Pill-testing 

• Education of nightlife users 

• Community / multi-component 

interventions 

• Medical and first aid services 

• Policing and enforcement 

• Legislative measures 

• Drink driving interventions 

Interventions 



Crystal clear… or not 



Public health challenges of highly potent 

substances 
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Opportunity for 

OCGs, challenge 

for detection and 

health risk to 

users and  LEA 

New synthetic opioids  

Tiny quantities can produce many ‘doses’ 



Comparing countries… oranges and apples 
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Are you sure? 

“This is what is happening at the 

moment…” 

We arrived to the final stop but… 

 
• The market is driven by supply, not 

only demand 

 

• Users may not know what they are 
using. Dealers/vendors may not know 
what they are selling. How to assess 
risks? How to measure? 

 

• Difficult to retain a critical stance 
when confronted with the requirement 
to repeat previous conceptualisations 
and measurements for the purposes 
of comparability 

 

• Trendspotting component: sometimes 
the easiest and fastest way to assess 
new trends 
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Are you sure? 

“This is what is happening at the 

moment…” 

We arrived to the final stop but… 

 
• There remains significant gaps in our 

knowledge about drug use in 
recreational settings, particularly in 
terms of those ‘recreational settings’ 
which remain difficult to access (e.g. 
domestic party spaces) 

 

• Young clubgoers are getting fed up 
with being ‘targeted’? 

 

• What a ‘recreational setting’ is depends 
on multiple intersectional factors such 
as gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality and 
so on… 

 

• Interpret this as a ‘GPS’ 

 

 

 



 
"We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom. 

The world henceforth will be run by synthesizers, people able 

to put together the right information at the right time, think 

critically about it, and make important choices wisely.” 

E. O. Wilson 

 
Joao.Matias@emcdda.europa.eu 
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