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The challenges of emerging drug
trends and markets: Some
implications for young people,
mental health, criminal justice and
treatment services
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Drug use patterns from adolescence to adulthood
Adolescence

Adulthood

4

The rise of NPS

Adding Spice to the Porridge’ (Ralphs
et al 2016) – open access
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Prevalence of use in the prison
An Epidemic?
“In the last 3 years, I’ve noticed the NPS
[Spice], you know, creeping in… it has evolved
to a disease within the prison, it’s a massive
disease within the prison”. (Prison Staff 3)
“It just started off with the odd few, but now it’s
the whole jail, the whole jail.” (Prison Staff 5)

Estimates 30% – 90%
“. . . there’s only a few lads on the
wing who don’t smoke it, I can
name, well not name, but I can
count on two hands, about 7 lads

who don’t smoke it on our wing .
. . 98 lads on the wing, do you
know what I mean… it is 90% of
the jail who’ll be on it, there’s
only a few lads on every wing
that don’t do it.”(Peer Mentor 1,
Focus Group 3)
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A Lucrative Spice Market
Community £3 - £8.50 per gram

Prison - £100 a gram

£100 for a normal bottle lid like off your Vimto. Put your cling film in it,
a level lid, hundred quid. . . . I wouldn’t say it was even a gram.
(Prisoner 2)
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Licence recall facilitated the market

The lads will tell you themselves, ‘I’m
going come back in, I’m going to go
out get some spice and mamba and
then I’m going to come back in and
I’m going sell it and make thousands
of pounds’…they know as well they’re
guaranteed to come back to [the
prison]. (Prison Staff 8)

You can get paid a bag (£1,000) to
bring it in on a recall . . . That’s a
deposit on a flat, know what I mean?
Where else can you make that
money? (Prisoner 2, Focus Group 1)
. . . like getting recalled for 2 week,
they’re coming in, I’d not go [to my]
probation [appointment] and come in
and get paid £1000 for coming in, you
know what I mean you get paid £1000
for coming in full of mamba for 2 week
. . . (Prisoner 6)
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Big Fish, Little Fish
There’s a few people dealing in it, but there’s probably like one or two
main ones who’s got like a couple of people holding it you know what I
mean. When I went on A2 [prison wing] there were a kid on there down
the block with 4 ounce stuffed up him, he had 2 others on the wing with
4 ounce as well you know what I mean it’s a lot of Mamba that.
(Prisoner 5).
In 6 months he made 100 grand [£100,000] . . . he was getting it in by the
day (Prisoner 7)

Why are synthetic cannabinoids so
popular in custodial settings?

1.

Functionality - replaces function of
both cannabis and opiate based
drugs: ‘Head shift’, ‘It takes away
the bars’

2.

Hard to detect e.g. Ineffective
Mandatory Drug Tests, lack of smell

3.

Availability
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Taking the P*** out of Mandatory Drug Tests
(MDTs)!
You get high, you don’t have to have
as much in there, obviously the piss test
don’t come up, it doesn’t smell, all of
the things you’d have to be aware of
whilst your trying to get through your jail
as quick as possible its completely
taken all that out, just by buying spice
instead of weed so it’s a win win

situation. . . . If there was a piss
test, I think a lot of people might
switch back to weed, only
because it’s safer. (Prisoner 3)
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Interviewer: Can people still get hold of
weed . . . or heroin and other drugs . . .
No point
Interviewer: But could you if you
wanted . . .
Rarely and what’s the point when you
get piss tested. (Prisoner 5)
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The New Heroin?
“I’m 30 now, and I was addicted to mamba
as well on the outside, and that erm
overtook a heroin addiction, that’s how
addictive it is, it’s bad. . . . I was on £80 worth
of heroin and 60ml of methadone and it
overtook that addiction, just overtook it.”
(Prisoner 2)

“People said they get cramps and sweating
and all that off it.” (Recovery Peer Mentor)

“Spice is very very addictive, you can
run up debt and debt and debts and
debts and it’s just addictive.” (Prisoner
6).
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Perceived Effects on Prisoner Mental Health
1.

Anxiety: “Yeah depressed and anxiety yeah.” (Prisoner 4)

2.

Depression: “. . . puts you quite in a low mood definitely.” (Prisoner 2)

3.

Paranoia: “Probably paranoia can be involved there int it, people paranoid on mamba and that
thinking someone’s looking at me.” (FG 1: Prisoner 1)

4.

Self-Harm: “I slashed myself all over. I thought my veins were snakes wrapping themselves around
me so I sat there in my cell slashing them all.” (Prisoner 5)

5.

Suicidal Thoughts: “Do you know what I’m surprised at what’s not a regular occurrence about
mamba is suicides”, . . . “A few times when I’ve gone under I’ve started thinking proper negative
thoughts about myself like ‘why have I turned out this way’, ‘why am I here’, ‘why am I in jail
again’, but magnified do you know what I mean times ten. . . (FG 3: Prisoner 1)

6.

Psychosis: “It ended up giving me psychosis, the doctors said ‘that mamba’s give you psychosis its
messing your head up’ so I was hearing voices and all sorts and I thought it was normal, I thought
it was my mental health and not my drug use . . .” (FG 1: Prisoner 5)

From ‘Psychoactive’ to ‘Active Psycho’ Links to violent incidents
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“A prison officer was stabbed in the face with a key, because there was
someone who had taken NPS and was in the middle of the yard, he’s
gone out to see him, and this guy was hallucinating thinking that erm
the rest of the inmates on the yard were ants trying to get away from
him, but he was a monster going to him, so as he’s gone to him and said
‘are you alrite’, he’s just got his key out and stabbed him.” (Prison Staff
12)

Implications for working with young
people in contact with criminal justice
agencies and drug services
Review of MDTs required in a range of settings
Spice may lead to more problematic substance use
similar to that associated with heroin/crack cocaine
Drug services need to respond to this changing profile
of clients
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The normalisation of cannabis among
Bangladeshi and Pakistani youth*

*Williams, Ralphs and Gray 2016
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Extent and frequency of drug use
I’d say about seven, eight out of ten [of my friends] smoke weed [cannabis]. (16
year old, Pakistani, male, ID SU4)
More or less all of them [smoke cannabis]… (15 year old, Pakistani, male, ID SU11)
I mean, we’ve got, I think, 950 kids in our school and if somebody came to me and
said, “How many of them smoke cannabis?” I would probably say, “More than half.”
(School Student Support Staff, ID 13)

Profile of skunk cannabis users and
context of use
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They’re getting younger, that’s the issue. ... It used to be probably Year 10 or 11s
[aged 14-16], mainly. Now its Year 8s [aged 12-13], 8s in particular, at the moment.
(School Student Support Staff, ID 13)
You do get females as well, not as many, but yes, you certainly get Asian females
drinking and smoking drugs. (Youth and Community Worker, ID 8)
… if it’s a special occasion, like, last Eid, I smoked about forty spliffs.
Forty spliffs?! Over the Eid period?
Yeah. We are in our pad, innit, sitting there. (16 year old, Bangladeshi, male, ID SU5)
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Availability of skunk cannabis
It’s [cannabis] everywhere, it’s increasing. … It’s easy to gain access ... because like
everyone’s smoking [cannabis], even the people younger than me as well, they’re
smoking it. People older than me, they just supply it, just like that. ... You just walk around
the block and see someone there and just go ask him, he’ll give it to you. (15 year old,
Bangladeshi, male, ID SU2)
Skunk is quicker to get hold of than a pizza delivery! (15 year old, Bangladeshi, male, ID
SU8)
The thing is, with these little mill towns, there’s loads of people growing it, you know,
there’s loads and loads of people renting factories, renting houses. When we were on
outreach you could smell it. (Making A Difference Staff, ID 3)

Attitudes towards the supply and
consumption of skunk cannabis
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Weed’s [cannabis] like a normal thing for me now. (15 year old, Bangladeshi, male, ID SU8).
Like cannabis is not seen as a drug any more, it’s just as, “Oh, I’m having a spliff – big deal.”
(Youth and Community Worker, Brierfield)
… there's almost an acceptance now that so many families we work with, there’s quite a
high level of cannabis use from all family members. (College Student Support Staff, ID 10)
All my cousins smoke weed [cannabis]. (15 year old, Pakistani, female, ID SU10)

Attitudes towards the supply and
consumption of skunk cannabis
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… there’s a lot more, especially in the Asian community, young people selling drugs at
school than there’s ever been. … Before in that community, if anyone was doing
something like that, the whole community would know about it and they’d be
stigmatised ... (Making A Difference Staff, ID 3)
… [a] couple of them [friends] smoke weed [cannabis] but some of them just stand
there and do their own stuff, not smoking.
They don’t kind of get under pressure to smoke?
No. Well they have been [cannabis] smokers before, but they have stopped it. (16 year
old, Pakistani, male, ID SU15)

Implications for working with young
people from Bangladeshi and
Pakistani communities
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Consumption of skunk cannabis was widespread and culturally accommodated in Mill Town

Many weren’t accessing the local drug service

Stigma, shame and cultural background may prevent young people accessing services

Smoking skunk cannabis may have implications for young people’s academic performance,
mental health and development

