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Synthetic drugs or what are known internationally as Novel Psychoactive Substances (NPS) are a 

major emergency drug problem of the 21st Century along with the nonmedical misuse of 
pharmaceuticals. The numbers of NPS include 131 synthetic cannabinoids, 60 synthetic cathinones, 19  
2-C phenethylamines, 12 piperazines, 19 tryptamines, and approximately 200 narcotic analgesics 
including 15 possible fentanyl analogues.   
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This testimony will provide examples of the impact of these substances on communities and the 

State of Florida and will also address the vital role of surveillance epidemiology in the early identification 

and spread of these substances in the United States and around the world. 



 

In the autumn of 2014, Broward County, the Ft. Lauderdale area of Florida was hit with an 

epidemic of medical emergencies and deaths from the synthetic cathinone, alpha-PVP, sold as the street 

drug “Flakka.”  It cost as little as $3.00 to $5.00 a dose.  It was a powerful and addictive stimulant that 

produced cognitive impairment with users stating, ‘they could not even think” after taking the drug.   

 



Flakka was related to in 63 deaths in Broward County alone and produced thousands of excited 

delirium medical emergencies .  Users’ body temperature climbed to 105°F and they became extremely 

paranoid running into the street believing they were being chased by people or imaginary wild animals 

about to attack them.  Their adrenaline-like strength required 6-7 law enforcement officers to restrain 

them and once restrained required immediate emergency medical attention or they faced death.  It 

gained the reputation of “$5.00 insanity.”  Purchased online by midlevel dealers from chemical suppliers 

in China and shipped by world-wide delivery services, a single kilogram cost $1,500 and produced 10,000 

doses.  The frenzy of Flakka united the community under the leadership of County government and the 

Broward Commission on Substance Abuse, the local drug prevention coalition of the United Way.  Their 

rapid and extensive response brought worldwide media attention and pressure on the government of 

China to ban the production and sales of alpha-PVP and 115 other synthetic drugs effective October 1, 

2015. Within two months Flakka was gone from the streets of Ft. Lauderdale demonstrating how a 

community working together across multiple agencies and organizations can impact a global problem.  

 

 



Over the past two years, non-pharmaceutical fentanyl analogs produced in clandestine labs in 

China and probably Mexico have been linked to the majority of more than 1,300 fentanyl deaths in just 

the State of Florida. The non-pharmaceutical fentanyl has been sold as street heroin or used as an 

adulterant mixed with heroin and more recently has been disguised as counterfeit medications including 

fake “Xanax,” Oxycodone, or Hydrocodone pills.    

 

Counterfeit medications containing non-pharmaceutical fentanyl have been identified tragically 

after people have died in at least a dozen US States as well as in Canada. 

 



A vital surveillance system for Nova Psychoactive Substances is the two-year old National 

Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) National Drug Early Warning System (NDEWS) based at the University of 

Maryland. Its website www.ndews.org provides special reports on synthetic drugs, webinars from the 

US DEA and NIDA’s Designer Drug Research Unit, a list-serve linking 1,200 scientists and criminal justice 

professionals form 12 nations in real time. 

 

 

 

The ONDCP High Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas’ network of Investigative Support Centers track 

emerging drug threats across the nation including trafficking of Novel Psychoactive Substances.  The 

European Monitoring Center for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) is currently monitoring more than 

560 Nova Psychoactive Substances including 98 new NPS identified for the first time in 2015. This total 

included 24 new synthetic cannabinoids, 26 new synthetic cathinones, and 19 new synthetic opioids 

(including 11 fentanyl analogues).  The RADARS system operated by Denver Health and the Rocky 

Mountain Poison Information Center tracks prescription drug abuse and has recently identified 

counterfeit pills containing non-pharmaceutical fentanyl analogues in 12 US States and across Canada. 

http://www.ndews.org/


 

States have enacted legislation to address emerging synthetic drugs, but the current Federal 

Controlled Substance Analogue Act needs to be updated to streamline the classification of constantly 

changing new substances to facilitate prosecution of criminal activity associated with them. The priority 

issue to cut the supply of toxic synthetics is for China to ban their production, online sales and 

exportation.  The most important strategies to reduce the demand for drugs of abuse including the 

opiate epidemic are (1) prevention particularly at the community level and (2) a massive expansion of 

addiction treatment nationally. 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


