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Outline

• Changes in drug use patterns

• Effects on drug markets

• Implications for drug service providers 

• How can we prepare for the future?
Methods: Trendspotter study, expert network survey; websurvey; facilitated virtual 
expert consultations



COVID-19 and drugs

Changes in drug 
use patterns



Methods and Results

Methods: Websurvey April-May, > 10 000 respondents 
+ data from wastewater analyses + emergency 
departments (situation during lockdown)

• Levels of drug use: 46% report reduction
• Most significant reductions: MDMA and cocaine
• Cannabis: mostly stable – but occasional users 

reduce, frequent users increase
• Increase in amphetamine use in some Nordic cities
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Changes in drug use and harms

• Type of drug: switch to more available (legal) 
substances alcohol and benzodiazepines

• Boredom an anxiety main reasons for use
• Increase in hospital emergencies due to mental 

health problems
• Reasons for changes in drug use:

reduced opportunity
reduced availability
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Perceived impact on drug-related harms
(clinical experts in 15 EURO-DEN hospital emergency sentinel sites)
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CIVID-19 and drugs

Effects on 
drug markets
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• Trafficking via maritime routes continued, despite COVID-19 
measures

• COVID-19 restrictions led to temporary shortages of, and 
higher prices for drugs in some places

• Distribution and retail sales more disrupted because of 
social distancing measures

• Organised crime groups remain active and resilient, 
adapting transportation models, trafficking routes and 
concealment methods

Key issues at a glance 
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§ Logistics of drug trafficking affected in some 
regions in the EU (introduction of border 
controls)

§ Trafficking, supply and distribution 
strategies have been adapted to overcome 
the restrictions imposed

§ Increase in the use of darknet markets for 
retail drug distribution, notably for small 
quantities of herbal cannabis

Impacts on supply and distribution
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Trafficking & distribution
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Maritime trafficking 

§ Wholesale transportation of drugs to Europe continues, as 
maritime shipping has been relatively unimpeded by the 
pandemic

Aviation trafficking 

§ Unprecedented disruption to air passenger transport limited the 
opportunities for drug smuggling by air couriers 

§ Drug trafficking by air freight appears to be continuing as many 
airports remain open for cargo operations 

§ Distribution methods: Distribution using post parcels reported to 
have increased in some EU countries



Drug sourcing…
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Technology
§ Increasing number of consumers may have turned to online 

methods to source drugs:
§ Surface web
§ Dark web
§ Social media apps
§ Secure communications apps



COVID-19 and drugs

Implications for drug 
service providers
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Changes in service availability and provision
Expert ratings, Online survey among 25 national Focal Points

Drug treatment services

Harm reduction services



Harm reduction services

• Low threshold centres (drop-ins) experienced severe 
disruptions as a result of social and physical 
distancing measures;

• Less visits to services - larger quantities of drug use 
equipment and materials given out;

• Drug checking services stopped face to face activities 
but increased online presence.



Challenges for service providers

• Accessing personal protective equipment (PPE); 

• Supporting clients to access (many other) essential 
services;

• Introducing or scaling up remote services/ phone;

• Innovation to ensure continuity of services  à



Innovation to ensure continuity of OST

vExtending take-home regulations;

vReduction of supervised intake, urine controls;

vElectronic prescriptions & Home delivery;

vOST via outreach programmes;

vIntroduction of low threshold OST. 



How can we 
prepare for 
the future?



The ‘new normal’ for service 
provision?

• Combine use of phone and video-technology 
(telemedicine) with face-to-face services;

• Review of regulations to ensure good access under 
conditions of confinement; 

• Enhance coordination and collaboration between 
public, private and non-governmental actors to find 
holistic solutions for individuals.



The ‘new normal’ for drug markets?

• Less face-to-face dealing and more drug transactions 
using online;

• Negative economic consequences likely to have a 
disproportionate effect on dependent drug users; 

• Purity and potency of drugs may be affected by 
higher wholesale prices;

• Darknet markets, social media and secure 
communications channels expected to increase in 
importance.



Preparing for the future:

• Harm reduction and drug treatment as essential part 
of the health response to the pandemic;

• Investing in innovation, acquiring digital skills;

• No more ‘silos’: Integrated, person-centered
approach.
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More information:

22References: https://www.emcdda.europa.eu/topics/covid-19_en



Thank you


