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	Abstract: 
From the early 1990s, many ‘designer drugs’ were regularly discovered in the EU. They were often psychotropic substances related to amphetamine and MDMA and were predominantly CNS stimulants or hallucinogens. At the time none was under International Control. Their appearance raised questions about possible health risks and the problems that could arise in international law enforcement co-operation if such substances were controlled in some Member States, but not in others. This eventually led to Council Decision 2005/387/JHA on the information exchange, risk assessment and control of new psychoactive substances, which broadened the scope of, and replaced, the 1997 ‘Joint Action’ on new synthetic drugs. The term ‘new’ referred to ‘newly-misused’; in almost all cases the substances had been first synthesised many years ago, often as potential therapeutic agents.
Since 1997, over 80 substances have been reported via this early warning system. Until recently, phenethylamines and tryptamines accounted for a large proportion of notifications. However, in the past few years a much more diverse range of substances has appeared. This has included numerous piperazine derivatives, one of which, 1-benzylpiperazine (BZP), was risk-assessed in 2007 and recommended for EU-wide control. Another major group has been cathinone derivatives, although they have so far proved less popular among drug users. Beyond these has been a heterogeneous mix of substances, including plant products, unusual stimulants and misused medicinal products.

Just a few months ago, it was found that a smoking mixture known as ‘Spice’ was not the innocuous material that it purported to be. The claimed constituents, namely various herbs, were a Trojan Horse. The real psychoactive constituents were synthetic additives – substances, such as the cannabinoid receptor agonist JWH-018, that mimic the effects of Δ9-THC in cannabis. 

These developments raise questions about how well placed we are to detect these novel substances. Even the best equipped laboratories in the EU can struggle to identify new substances, particularly if, as so often happens, neither pure reference materials nor analytical data are available. We must also ask whether we are forever doomed to be reactive. Can new substances be anticipated?
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