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LETTER TO EDITOR

Novel psychoactive substances and legislative
harmonization in Europe: addressing a extremely elusive

public health threat
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To the Editor,

The public threat posed by novel psychoactive
substances (NPS) has been exacerbated by the leg-
islative and regulatory complexities which national
governments worldwide need to deal with when trying
to confront such a threat.

NPS constitute a broad, hard to define and
identify array of molecules and substances originally
intended to replicate, hence be a “legal” alternative
to mainstream illegal substances of abuse: hence, any
new narcotic or psychotropic drug, in pure form or in
preparation not controlled by the United Nations drug
conventions. Such peculiarities have posed a major
challenge to consolidated drug monitoring and detec-
tion, control and surveillance (1,2), hindering public
health responses. NPS recreational use is increasingly
viewed as a growing public health concern espe-
cially among youngsters (3). Such a wide availability
often shapes and sways the preferences of users, who
typically interact in the cybersphere by using novel
ecosystems such as the “dark web”. Such dynamics
have been magnified during the pandemic and restric-
tions thereof (4). Uniformity in our responses should
therefore be prioritized, at least at the European level;
nonetheless, there is still a lack of harmonization in
terms of the legislative and regulatory responses which
European governments have chosen to undertake to
meet the NPS public health threat (5).

Criminal networks operating in Europe can ex-
ploit open borders and the complexity of the various

different national legal systems. Limiting the analy-
sis to European countries, it is quite obvious that the
criminal prosecution of trafficking and possessing
novel substances is not harmonized. Criminal penalties
consider the level of psychoactive potential or public
health risk, with considerable variations throughout the
Old Continent. A major challenge stems from national
legal systems. Statutes were in fact molded to deal with
drug trafficking designed to “evade” legislative provi-
sions; in the case of NPS, however, trafficking organi-
zations aim to stay within legal statutes, relying on the
fact that it may take months to classify and control a
new substance. No general consensus has been reached
yet in Europe on a standardized and evenly applied set
of policies to confront the NPS threat, particularly in
light of the new developments and trafficking avenues
encouraged by the pandemic restrictions. Despite that,
the essential role played by the European Monitoring
Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA),
the European Union Agency for Law Enforcement
Cooperation (Europol) and other European bodies
and agencies in collecting and sharing data as to new
NPS put on European markets is invaluable (5,6). New
legislative and policy-making initiatives must take into
account the multifaceted nature of NPS and of drug
trafficking as a whole. The new technologically complex
means of trafficking require a well-rounded, multidis-
ciplinary approach, if we are to effectively tackle such
a major, potentially catastrophic public health threat.
Drug trafficking often has a transnational nature, and
is a multi-offence phenomenon, since it may entail
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financial and cyber-crime as well. It is therefore a
uniquely complex form of criminal activity. Our strug-
gle against drug trafficking must therefore be grounded
in articulated operational cooperation involving scien-
tists (chemists, toxicology experts, physicians) law en-
forcement agencies and judicial authorities.
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