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Injecting drug use in the EU

▪ Prevalence: 2.5 [UI: 2.0-3.5] per 1,000 population 15-64 year in EU + Norway (2020)

▪ An estimated 559,000 PWID population in EU + Norway (2020)

▪ High burden of overdose and infectious diseases (HCV, HIV, HBV, bacterial infections): 705 000 DALYS 

for HCV attributable to injecting drug use in Western Europe in 2013 (Degenhardt et al, 2016)



HIV outbreaks among PWID and substances injected
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Most recent HIV outbreaks documented and stimulant use among PWID in Europe, 2014-22



Infective endocarditis and substances injected
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Johnstone R, et al. Open Heart 2022;9:e001930. doi:10.1136/openhrt-2021-001930



Background
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Limitations of existing data sources on substances injected

▪ Treatment Demand Indicator: self-reported, focus on primary drug, bias towards opioids

▪ Surveys among PWID: self-reported 

Injecting among first-time treatment entrants with 

heroin, cocaine, amphetamine or methamphetamine 

as primary drug: percentage reporting injecting as 

main route of administration [source: EMCDDA]

Fake oxycodone tablets seized in Europe in 2021-2022

[Source: EMCDDA]



Objective
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Objective of the ESCAPE network

▪ To identify which drugs are injected in participating cities by analysing the content of a sample 

of used syringes

▪ Last campaign 2021

▪ To share knowledge and expertise



Methods
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ESCAPE collection sites 2021

▪ 13 cities from 12 countries ▪ 45 collection sites from 13 cities

65% NSP

27% AIKD

4% DCR



Methods
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ESCAPE laboratory methods

▪ Extraction 

▪ Analytical methods

City Laboratory Analytical method Equipment

Balty Forensic Expert Centre in Chisinau Screening method GC-MS/MS

Budapest

Toxicology Laboratory of the Institute of 

Forensic Medicine of the University of 

Debrecen

Screening method GC-MS

Cologne
Institute of Forensic Medicine, Medical 

Center - University of Freiburg
Targeted screening method HPLC-MS

Dublin
HSE National Drug Treatment Centre 

Laboratory
Targeted screening method

HPLC

Helsinki
Forensic Toxicology Unit at National 

Institute for Health and Welfare

Targeted and non-targeted 

screening methods (~1200 

drugs in database and 

possibility to detect unknown 

compounds)

UHPLC-MS/MS

UHPLC-QTOF/MS

Lausanne

University Institutes at the University 

Center of Legal Medicine, Lausanne-

Geneva

Screening method GC-MS

Oslo
Departement of forensic Sciences, Oslo 

University Hospital
Targeted screening method UHPLC-MS/MS

Paris

Laboratory of 

Public health and Environment 

Paris Sud University

Targeted screening method HPLC-MS/MS

Vilnius
Lithuanian Police Forensic Science Centre 

and Forensic Science Centre of Lithuania.
Screening method GC-MS

Tallinn Estonian Forensic Science Institute Screening method GC-MS

Riga Latvian Institute of Organic Synthesis

Targeted and non-targeted 

screening method, library 

search

UHPLC-QTOF/MS

Prague
Forensic Laboratory of Biologically Active 

Substances

Screening method and library 

search
UHPCL-MS/MS



Methods
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Indicators

▪ Percentage of detection by drug category (substances classified in 19 drug categories + 

degradation products + adulterants), by city

▪ Percentage of syringes with 2 or more combinations of drug categories, by city

▪ Denominator: total number of syringes testing positive for at least one drug category, by city

Data entry, validation and analysis

▪ ESCAPE generic protocol ▪ ESCAPE platform



Results 2021 campaign
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Number of syringes/needles analysed:

2008

Number of syringes/needles with any

psychoactive substance:

1733

Number of psychoactive substances 

detected:

63



Results 2021 campaign
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Dublin (89) 36% 93% 87% 11% 62% 3% 8% 1% 8% 27%

Paris (120) 7% 5% 11% 89% 12% 3% 5% 1% 2% 1% 8% 1%

Cologne (332) 1% 86% 47% 1% 3% 4%

Lausanne (124) 17% 77% 2% 27% 8% 15%

Oslo (160) 59% 68% 3% 1% 4% 1% 1% 1% 1% 3%

Prague (162) 62% 11% 1% 2% 1% 49% 1%

Budapest (130) 4% 60% 18% 43% 8% 1% 2%

Helsinki (167) 41% 1% 8% 2% 38% 17% 1% 2%

Tallinn (120) 68% 15% 25% 2% 2% 4% 3% 13% 4%

Riga (121) 47% 2% 20% 12% 2% 19% 6% 1% 6% 2% 7%

Vilnius (57) 7% 4% 4% 88% 2%

Balty (96) 19% 7% 46% 3% 31%



Results 2021 campaign: Dublin
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- Main finding/new trend: heroin (93%) with re-emergence of cocaine (87%) 
- Combinations: 95% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: cocaine + heroin + methadone)
- Other substances of public health relevance: 

- New evidence of cathinone use (3-MMC) – risk assessment by EMCDDA in 2022
- Methamphetamine (36%) – chemsex scene? 
- 8% of syringes contained oxycodone 
- 25% of syringes contained pregabalin

https://www.drugs.ie/features/feature/syringe_analysis_pilot_project_2022



Results 2021 campaign: Helsinki
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- Main finding/new trend : amphetamine (43%), buprenorphine (40%)

- Combinations: 17% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: amphetamine + buprenorphine)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Benzodiazepines (alprazolam, midazolam, clonazepam) (18%)

- Cathinones (alpha-PHP) (7%)



Results 2021 campaign: Vilnius
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- Main finding/new trend : reappearance of carfentanil (88%), drop in methadone

- Combinations: Majority of syringes contained carfentanil with diphenhydramine (adulterant)

- Other substances of public health relevance : diphenhydramine (antihistamine) injection in Kyrgyz prisons linked to self-reported skin infections   



Discussion
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Limitations

▪ Results not linked to individual users

➢ Contextual information

▪ Selection bias/Representativeness

➢ Multiple collection sites; mixing of syringes 

▪ Bias from blood traces?

➢ Analytical methods picking up strong signals; THC not commonly detected

▪ Combinations: simultaneous use vs re-use vs sharing?

➢ Qualitative surveys



Conclusions
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Main findings

▪ Diversity of substances detected in syringes across cities 
and within cities
➢ Local supply, different sub-populations

▪ Stimulants commonly found in a majority of city, increase 
in cocaine and cathinones detection in some cities
➢ Higher risk of HIV outbreaks - increased harm 

reduction coverage and tailored services needed

▪ Combinations indicating polydrug use or re-use
➢ Increased risk of severe harms and infectious 

diseases – increased harm reduction coverage 
needed

Next steps

▪ Improving geographical representativeness

- EU cities from Greece, Spain, 

- EU4MD project: Tunisia, Lebanon, Ukraine



The ESCAPE network
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EMCDDA: Thomas Néfau, Bruno Guarita, André Noor, Thomas Seyler

Podane Ruce: Barbara Janikova

Dublin: Sinead McNamara, Siobhán Stokes

Paris: Catherine Duplessy, Sara Karolak

Cologne: Daniel Deimel, Jürgen Kempf

Lausanne: Elodie Lefrançois

Oslo: Hallvard Gjerde, Lihn Bache-Andreassen, Anne L. Bretteville-Jensen and Kristin Hanoa

Prague: Barbara Janikova, Petra Cihlarova, Martin Kuchar

Budapest: József Csorba

Helsinki: Teemu Gunnar, Anne Arponen, Anna Pelander and Sanna Kyllönen

Tallinn: Katri Abel-Ollo, Aime Riikoja 

Riga: Ieva Pugule, Osvalds Pugovics, Solveiga Grinberga, Eduards Sevostjanovs

Vilnius: Brigita Rasimaite, Jurgita Žilinskaitė, Viktorija Stifanovičiūtė, Rūta Gedminienė

Beyrouth: Elie Aaraj, Hany Kallassy

Tunis: Abderrazek Hedhili, Bilel Moslah

Balty: Andrey Mondringa

Odessa : Mariia Nosalska, Maria Malakhova, Slava Kushakov, Lesya Tonkonog

https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/topics/escape_en



emcdda.europa.eu

  twitter.com/emcdda

facebook.com/emcdda

flickr.com/photos/emcdda

youtube.com/emcddatube

#GetTheFactsEDR2022 

#HealthierEurope #MoreSecureEurope

emcdda.europa.eu/edr2022





Results 2021 campaign: Cologne
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- Main finding/new trend : cocaine (47%) and heroin (86%)

- Combinations: 36% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: cocaine + heroin)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Methylphenidate (4%)

- Methadone (3%) 

- Cathinones (6 types) (1%) 



Results 2021 campaign: Lausanne
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- Main finding/new trend : cocaine (77%) and benzodiazepines (midazolam) (27%)

- Combinations: 33% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: cocaine + midazolam)

- Other substances of public health relevance : morphine retard replacing buprenorphine



Results 2021 campaign: Oslo

22

- Main finding/new trend : heroin (68%) and amphetamine (58%)

- Combinations: 38% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: heroin + amphetamine)

- Other substances of public health relevance : benzodiazepines (alprazolam) (4%)



Results 2021 campaign: Prague
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- Main finding/new trend : methamphetamine (62%) and buprenorphine (49%)

- Combinations: 53% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: meth+pseudoephedrine and meth+buprenorphine)

- Other substances of public health relevance : low percentage of heroin, fentanyl and other opioids and stimulants



Results 2021 campaign: Budapest
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- Main finding/new trend : high detection of heroin (60%) and cathinones (43%) (5 different types, n-ethylhexedrone most common)

- Combinations: 34% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: cathinones + cocaine + heroin)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Increase in cocaine (18%)



Results 2021 campaign: Tallinn
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- Main finding/new trend : amphetamine (66%), methamphetamine (18%), cathinones (alpha-PVP) (25%), 

- Combinations: 26% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: amphetamines + alpha-PVP)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Cocaine (15%)

- Isotonitazene (13%)

- Fentanyl (1%) and carfentanil (1%)



Results 2021 campaign: Riga
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- Main finding/new trend : methamphetamine (51%) and buprenorphine (23%)
- Combinations: 34% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: [buprenorphine + benzo] and [amphetamines + MDMA])
- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Benzodiazepines (midazolam (6%) and clonazepam (1%))
- Fentanyl (2%)
- Zopiclone (8%)



Results 2021 campaign: Balty
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- Main finding/new trend : methadone (46%), tramadol (31%), methamphetamine (19%)

- Combinations: 19% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: methamphetamine + tramadol)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Pseudoephedrine (9%)

- Cathinones (alpha-PVP) (7%)

- Benzodiazepines (diazepam) (3%)



Results 2021 campaign: Paris
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- Main finding/new trend : majority of syringes contained cathinones (3-MMC and 3-CMC) – relative decline in other substances detected

- Combinations: 31% of syringes containing 2 or more drug categories (Most common: cathinones + methadone)

- Other substances of public health relevance : 

- Morphine (8%) – from skenan© 

- Methamphetamine (7%)

- Fentanyl (3%)


