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TRENDS IN 2023

m In 2023, observations under the TREND scheme showed
that trafficking networks kept on enhancing sales practices
and organisational procedures to please consumers.

m Several series of health-related incidents involving
synthetic opioids were reported.

m Free base or crack cocaine use is on the rise among many
people in highly precarious situations, challenging harm-
reduction professionals.

m The spread of ketamine use to new users is tied to
shifts in perceptions of the product, the effects sought and

Clément Gérome

m The wide range of cathinones in circulation, following
the classification of 3-MMC as an illicit substance in the
Netherlands in 2021, leaves many users uncertain about the
substances they are taking.

m The current prices of the main illicit drugs and
psychoactive medicines in 2023 are shown in the appended
table.

consumption practices.

The Emerging Trends and New Drugs (TREND) scheme of the
French Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (OFDT)
has been monitoring developments and emerging phenomena
in the field of drugs since 1999. The observations target
populations with particularly high consumption levels and are
based on a system of regional qualitative monitoring.

Trends in drug supply and trafficking

The trends in drug supply and trafficking in France in 2023
are set against an international backdrop marked by a sharp
increase in production levels (]cannabis, cocaine, heroin,
ecstasy/MDMA) inrecentyears'[1]. The large quantities seized
by law enforcement agencies in Europe tend to illustrate this
abundance indirectly [2]. Products are being transported to
Europe in a context of globalisation and increasing trade using
a variety of vectors, primarily maritime transport, especially
for cocaine [3].

In 2023, the data collected still shows a diversification of the
substances supplied and their varieties [4]. This diversification
also concerns sales units: it is possible to buy very small
quantities, especially of cocaine and heroin. Conversely, there
are more opportunities to purchase large quantities, extending
to as much as a kilo of herbal cannabis or cannabis resin and up
to several hundred ecstasy tablets or grams of cocaine, heroin
or MDMA. Merchandising and marketing practices continue
to improve, with many trafficking networks offering attractive
packaging, promotions, goodies, carefully edited photos and
videos, enhanced by drone footage and sequence shots.

Home deliveries of drugs continue to expand into new areas
(secondary cities and even small conurbations, as in Picardie
and Meuse) and delivery practices are becoming increasingly
sophisticated (with the GPS tracking of orders being offered).
A growing number of consumers are also reporting the use of

1. On]ly heroin production saw a drastic decline in 2023, following the ban on opium production in Afghanistan in April 2022. This decline could
s

be of

et, in part, by increased production in other regions (Myanmar, formerly Burma, now the worldss leading opium producer, has seen its

production more than double in two years), but it is unlikely that this compensation will be effective in the short term.
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postal drug deliveries. The arguments commonly put forward
by consumers to justify their use of this type of delivery are
the absence of physical contact with members of a trafficking
network, security (the risks of being arrested or the parcel
being intercepted are perceived as low), low prices and access
to substances that are not widely available elsewhere (NPS,
methamphetamine, psychoactive medicines, etc.).

The investigations carried out in 2023 highlight the specialisation
of players in certain trafficking-related activities. While this is not
a new phenomenon, it has been specifically mentioned by law
enforcement agencies, particularly regarding the transport of
substances within France. Some traffickers use teams tasked
with transporting large quantities of drugs, especially cocaine
and cannabis, from abroad.

The specialisation of tasks also applies to retailing operations.
At dealing points, the activity is divided between a multitude
of players performing different tasks: managing stocks of
substances, packaging them, supplying the point of sale,
surveillance of police presence, reselling to customers, managing
accounts on social networks, centralising and laundering the
revenue generated, and so on [7]. This division of tasks goes
hand in hand with a compartmentalisation of the groups or
individuals carrying out these different tasks. For example, in
organisations that deliver drugs, ‘switchboard operators’ take
orders over the telephone and then distribute them to different
delivery staff who have no contact with the customers and whose
identity remains unknown to them. This compartmentalisation
of trafficking players complicates judicial investigations. For
example, investigations carried out in Lyon have revealed that
when certain networks were dismantled, most of the people
arrested did not know each other directly [8].

Relations between trafficking organisations vary from good
relations or even cooperation to rivalry and conflict. Networks
based in different conurbations join forces to reduce transport
costs. Conversely, in a highly competitive and unregulated
market, relations between trafficking organisations may be
characterised by conflicts linked to attempts by one network to
establish itself in a territory claimed by another, for example.

The relationships between players within a trafficking network
and between this network and its environment (local residents,
customers, etc.) are also characterised by their diversity.

From the end of the 2010s until 20232, in a context of rising global
production, the availability of heroin increased. This is true both
in territories where trafficking was already firmly established and
in areas where it was more discreet.

Although these trends towards lower prices and greater availability
continued in 2023, disruptions in heroin supply were reported.
Analyses of heroin samples carried out by the SINTES scheme and
local drug analysis facilities have shown a significant variability in
substance potency [14]. These disruptions to heroin supply have
also led to adulteration of the substance with synthetic opioids and
synthetic cannabinoids, triggering brief, localised health incidents,
at times with severe outcomes [see box below].

Three series of health incidents caused
by synthetic opioids

Three series of health incidents linked to the use of opioid
substances were reported in 2023 [14]. Although they were
all short-lived, their seriousness led to health alerts and a
national campaign to inform users and professionals and
promote harm reduction measures (mass distribution of
naloxone, recourse to drug checking, etc.). The first series
of incidents occurred in Montpellier where, following the
consumption of a white powder sold as ‘Chinese heroin’ but
actually containing a powerful synthetic opioid isotonitazene,
nine overdoses leading to severe respiratory depression were
reported, one of which resulted in death [5]. The second
series of incidents was reported in Seine-Saint-Denis, where
samples sold as heroin but actually containing a mixture of
synthetic cannabinoids and opioid substances caused several
dozen overdoses combining physical and neuropsychiatric
symptoms, sometimes leading to hospitalisation [15]. Finally,
on Réunion Island, thirteen cases of intoxication with another
synthetic opioid - protonitazene - were reported, seven of
which occurred in prison. Three of these resulted in death,
and four in admission to intensive care [16].

In view of the possible consequences of the drastic decline in global
heroin production, particular attention will be paid to developments
in the heroin market in France over the years to come.

Marginalised drug users: practices, profiles
and difficulties encountered

Most of the marginalised people whose drug use is documented
by TREND are homeless men or those living in very poor housing
conditions. Their economic resources consist of minimal social
allowances and/or income from informal activities (begging,
petty crime, etc.).

While most of them have universal health coverage (CMU)
and attend low threshold centres for drug users (CAARUD) or
other medical and social services, some have no social cover
whatsoever and experience great difficulty in accessing health
care. This particularly applies to migrant drug users described in
2022 [4]. In 2023, the investigations placed particular emphasis
on the intensification of free base cocaine use and its impacts
on the work carried out by harm reduction workers, on the one
hand, and on problems of access to health care, on the other.

Intensification of use and worsening of their consequences

Since the late 2010s, the most striking trend in drug use among
marginalised groups has been the increase in free base cocaine use.

In 2023, users were still describing the pleasure they derived
from the substance, their difficulties in coping with craving, the
health and social consequences of their use and their reduction
strategies (such as regularly forcing themselves to refrain from
drug use for 24 hours or alternating between smoking and
another form of use) [5].

2. Heroin production has been dropping since 2022, but by 2023 this had not yet had any major impacts on the French market, according to

observations by TREND.
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In all the areas investigated, professionals from CAARUDs
and specialised drug treatment centres (CSAPAs), as well as
users, reported an increase in drug use among many people
living rough. This stems partly from changes in supply:
the widespread availability of small quantities of cocaine
hydrochloride (for €20, €10 or sometimes even €5), and even
free-base cocaine (‘rocks’ of crack, sold for between €10
and €20), has had the effect of shortening intervals between
consumption. The amount of money needed to obtain the
substance is decreasing (as is the time spent begging, which
generally precedes the purchase) and drug use is increasing
throughout the day, as CAARUD workers explain.

This increase in free-base cocaine use also includes people from
less precarious backgrounds [15].

Multiple difficulties encountered by professionals

The difficulties encountered by CAARUDSs in providing support
for certain free-base cocaine users stood out in 2023. The first
was “craving”, which puts users in situations of urgency that are
not conducive to relations with professionals.

During interviews, users and professionals often mention
the inadequacy of existing means to fight crack cocaine
addiction, particularly when users are in highly precarious
situations. The lack of an effective pharmaceutical treatment,
such as those available for opioid dependence (methadone
and buprenorphine), is a recurring theme in their discussions,
explaining some of the difficulties encountered in supporting
drug users.

Difficulties in dealing with certain people during group counselling
sessions (aggression or even violence towards other users or
members of the team) have led some facilities to appoint security
guards or take temporary exclusion measures.

In 2023, drug users living in extreme poverty continued to
experience the same serious difficulties in accessing health
care.These challenges relate to access to both general medical
care and specialist services (such as dermatology, addiction
treatment, dental care, etc.) and are rooted in the structure
of health and social service provision, the consequences of
addiction, and the extreme precariousness of users' living
conditions.

The shortage of doctors, both general practitioners and
specialists, which is particularly acute in some areas far from the
major cities, is an initial obstacle to access to health care.

In addition, treatment centres do not operate in a manner that
is conducive to the hazards and constraints of extreme poverty
and addiction. People may be unable to attend appointments
because they are in the throes of withdrawal, because they
have to beg for money to buy food or drugs, because they are
unable to make arrangements to look after their pets or their
belongings, and so on. [8-10]. This is sometimes compounded
by the fear of stigmatisation for a health problem linked to
drug use, or for a personal presentation problem that is
deemed problematic (such as dirty clothes, body odour or
visible signs of a mental disorder).

Some people may also forego treatment because of mobility
difficulties when the treatment centre is far from where they
live, or because they anticipate - sometimes wrongly - that the
support they receive will be dependent on them stopping using
drugs.

Drug use and drug users in party settings

The socio-demographic profiles of drug users encountered in party
settings are heterogeneous, with a wide range of uses (in terms of
substances consumed, length and frequency of use, for example).
While some are frequent users and have developed addictions, for
others, their use is confined to festive occasions. What they have
in common is their regular attendance of party events associated
with electronic music where investigations under the TREND
scheme are carried out.

Three substances were the focus of investigations conducted in
2023: ketamine, cathinones and GHB/GBLS.

In 2023, a minority of people still use ketamine to enjoy its
dissociative effects, or even out-of-body experiences which
sometimes precede loss of consciousness (or ‘k-holes™) [10,
24]. However, the contexts and patterns of use, user profiles
and perceptions of the substance have changed significantly
over the last ten years, gradually undermining its status as
a ‘one-of-a-kind drug’ [25]. Ketamine is now used by people
with diverse socio-demographic profiles and in a wide range
of party settings (festivals, club nights organised in public
spaces or private homes). Not wanting to lose control of
their actions, these people are generally seeking to obtain the
stimulating, euphoric and/or disinhibiting effects of relatively
low doses of the substance, which they consume by ‘keying’
(dipping a key into the bag). These short-lived effects® are
particularly suited to festive contexts and associated social
activities.

This trend correlates with the increased availability of
ketamine, which is sold through digital accounts of certain
dealers or even at certain points of sale, and is becoming the
subject of marketing practices [6, 8]. For example, different
varieties are promoted according to their appearance - powder,
flakes, crystals - and their supposed quality. Its current price
has fallen by a quarter in just a few years, from €40 a gram at
the end of 2010 to €30 in 2023°. Experienced users also report
difficulties with dosage and the unpredictability of the effects
(which may vary according to other substances used, state of
tiredness, or other factors).

The data collected in recent years highlights the increase in
long-term ketamine use by people who use the substance for
self-therapeutic purposes, to regulate psychological suffering
(anxiety, depression) or physical pain (menstrual pain, back
pain, endometriosis), or sometimes as an alternative to other
substances that fulfil these pain-relieving functions (such as
anxiolytic or analgesic medicines, or alcohol). In 2023, the
health consequences of this repeated use (development of high
tolerance, onset of dependence, bladder and kidney problems,
etc.) were most often reported by the users themselves, and
sometimes by staff at CAARUDs and CSAPAs.

3. The use of these three substances in the general adult population is marginal [21]. The fact these substances are closely scrutinised here is
explained by the attention paid by the TREND scheme to polydrug users whose practices differ substantially from those of the general population.

4. Loss of consciousness that occurs following a ketamine overdose.

5. Some consumers compare them to those of alcohol, while pointing out that ketamine consumption is not accompanied by the unpleasant

sensations that occur after heavy alcohol consumption [6].

6. The increase in the number of court cases in which the substance has been the subject of seizures sometimes amounting to several kilos is also an

indirect indicator of the increase in its availability.

Psychoactive substances, users
and markets: Trends in 2023
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Now that the use, production and resale of ketamine are illicit, it
is likely to be replaced by other synthetic cathinones.

Until the mid-2010s, cathinone use was almost exclusively
observed during chemsex sessions, where it played a central
role [26]. Cathinones then gradually spread to other contexts,
especially party events affiliated to the LGBTQIA+ movements. For
some young users, cathinones may be the firstiillicit psychoactive
substance they experiment with (apart from cannabis) and may
be the first substances taken by the nasal route [15]. For other
users with more advanced consumption trajectories, cathinones
compete with or even replace cocaine or MDMA. The arguments
behind this trend remain the same: satisfaction with the specific
effects of cathinones, their relatively low price (see price table
in appendix) and the fact that they are not detected by the saliva
tests used by law enforcement services [4].

Since 2022, investigations have been marked by an increase in the
use of molecules similar to 3-MMC and sold to users as substitutes
for the latter, sometimes without their knowledge [4, 26]. This
phenomenon stems from the classification of 3-MMC as a narcotic
at the end of 2021 in the Netherlands, where a large number of
websites that supplied French consumers and retailers were
located. While 3-CMC is the most frequently substituted molecule
for 3-MMC, other synthetic cathinones such as 3-MEC, 4-MMC
(mephedrone), 4-CMC, 2-MMC, 2-CMC and N-ethylpentedrone
(NEP) are also found’. Many people are unable to identify the exact
molecule they are taking, and report a lack of reference points
and information about the wide range of cathinones available. A
number of testimonials collected in 2023 reported the unexpected
and undesirable effects of certain 3-MMC substitution molecules,
sometimes including feelings of intense malaise [7].

On Réunion Island, the use of cathinones (nicknamed 13> or
«dow by users) has been reported since the end of 2022. This
practice primarily affects individuals in precarious situations who
inhale the substance, using the ‘chasing-the-dragon’ technique?®.

In 2023, addiction and harm-reduction professionals described
health problems arising from cathinone use that had begun at
parties and then became a daily occurrence. Users reported a
loss of control over their consumption, psychiatric complications
and depressive symptoms.

Particularly popular with chemsexers [26], GBL has also been
experimented with (and sometimes consumed more regularly) in
recent years by both men and women - straight and gay — mainly
at party events affiliated with the LGBTQIA+ scene, in the same
way as cathinones [7, 15].

However, the scale of this phenomenon needs to be put into
perspective. Outside chemsex, the number of GHB/GBL users is
marginal, and the spread of the substance is limited compared
with that described above for 3-MMC and ketamine.

This very limited spread is probably linked to the strong stigma
attached to GHB/GBL by many partygoers, who associate it with
drug-facilitated sexual assault.

Conclusion

The trends observed under the TREND scheme in 2023 are
coherent with previous years’ findings. This is particularly true of
the increase in crack cocaine use, which has caused difficulties
for CAARUD teams. This is because the powerful craving put
consumers in situations of urgency that are hardly conducive
to initiating interactions with harm-reduction professionals.
Similarly, users living in precarity continue to face a number of
obstacles to accessing healthcare. Observations in party contexts
continue to bear witness to the spread of ketamine and 3-MMC to
a broader range of people. The more visible health consequences
of heavy use of these substances are also addressed.

Other substances, populations or practices are not covered here
due to lack of space but have been examined in investigations
conducted by the local coordinators of the scheme, which readers
can consult on the OFDT website. Examples include transgender
women who use drugs and the links between drug use and sexual
trading in the lle-de-France region [15]. The use of pregabalin
(Lyrica®) outside the therapeutic protocol and the difficulties it
poses for health and social workers have been discussed by all
the coordinating bodies, except on Réunion Island where other
drugs, notably trihexyphenidy! (Artane®), are used [16]. Chemsex
practices are also covered by all the co-ordinating bodies (with
the exception of the body on Réunion Island) and are the subject
of a recent summary publication [26)].

7. After 3-MMC at the end of 2021, 3-CMC was, in turn, subject to classification on List 1 of the Opium Act in the Netherlands in September 2023.
8. ‘Chasing the dragon’ is the practice of inhaling the vapours produced after using a lighter to heat a substance placed on a sheet of aluminium foil.

Itis inhaled through the mouth using a tube.

Methodology

The TREND scheme is based on a network of coordinating
bodies in Bordeaux, Lille, Lyon, Marseille, Metz, Paris, Rennes,
Toulouse and Réunion Island, which use qualitative methods
(observations, interviews) to identify and document emerging
phenomena and trends in the use of illicit drugs and medicines
taken outside medical protocols. These coordinating bodies
gather their information from stakeholders (users, health and
social workers, law enforcement services, etc.) whose local
presence contributes to a better understanding of specific
local situations. Two contexts that are strongly affected by
the use of psychoactive substances are investigated: the
urban fringe (such as streets, squats and dealing hotpots) and

the techno party setting, which includes both the alternative
(free parties) and commercial (clubs, bars, festivals) scenes.
For further information, see the TREND methodological guide
[29]. Each site also participates in the National Identification
System for Toxics and Substances (SINTES), which monitors
the toxicological content of substances that have caused
undesirable or unexpected effects, or substances that are
new or unidentified after an initial analysis. The OFDT's TREND
scheme is financially supported by eight regional health
agencies (ARS): Auvergne-Rhone-Alpes, Grand Est, Hauts-de-
France, lle-de-France, Nouvelle-Aquitaine, Occitanie, Provence-
Alpes-Cote d'Azur and Réunion Island.
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Prices of the main illicit drugs and psychoactive medicines in 2023*
(in euros, per gram unless otherwise stated)

=
7 Lk

Low

Herbal = Resin

Current —8-10€ = 6-8€

5-6€ b€

High ——15-20€ = 10-12€

Current — 50-60€

40€
High——70-80€

10€
High—— 50-60€

!Vilc_le pri]ce variability depending on presumed quality and purchase context (point of sale,
elivery).

Reduced price if several grams are purchased.

Substances with a higher THC concentration than herbal cannabis or resin, produced
by specific extraction or preparation methods, have been reported: “wax”, “dry”, “three-times
filtered”, etc.

Prices ranging from €20 to over €50/g.

Prices are falling, but fluctuate according to the trafficking network, the quantities purchased
(bulk discounts frequently available) and the method of purchase (more likely to be €60-70 on
delivery and €50 at the point of sale).

Half-gram sales (€30-40) observed in points of sale at eight sites in mainland France; sales
in fractioned units (€20 or even €10, which are growing strongly in certain sales outlets.

No price quotes for free-base cocaine, with the exception of the Ile-de-France region,

where the current price of a rock of crack cocaine is €15.

No current price because of major fluctuations depending on the region, the quantity purchased
and the supposed quality.

Low prices (€8-10/g) reported in Lille and Metz, falling prices reported in Brittany

and Lyon (€Zl]-30/g%.

No fixed, permanent points of sale observed in the PACA, Nouvelle-Aquitaine

and Occitanie regions, or in Paris.

Psychoactive substances, users
and markets: Trends in 2023

ioi BHD Current price: 2-5€ Price stable overall.
s fowe)  (ngubel | o A s o
Current price: Price varies according to availability and may be as low as €10 in times of shortage.
Methadone  5€ (60 mg vial) ; No prices reported in PACA, Hauts-de-France and Réunion Island.
3-5€ (40 mg capsule) Often bartered between users.
gluol;g{]gne Current price: 5-10€ Prices vary according to region and time of year.
(Skenan®) (100 or 200 mg capsule) No prices recorded in Occitanie or Hauts-de-France.

Product is becoming less available, sales observed only in festive contexts.

Current — 10-15€ Bulk discounts for purchases of several grams.

Low 5-7€ These prices apply to substances sold under the name amphetamine
Hiah 206 or ‘speed" (the name given by users to amphetamines adulterated with caffeine).
igh——
Ketamine Lower prices.
Current — 30€ Bulk discounts for purchases of several grams.
N\ 90-25€ Half-gram sales for €20 are more commonly observed.
High —— 40-50€
Current — 40€ Lower prices.
Eﬂs‘asw MDMA Powdelrl Low 30€ Bulk discounts for purchases of several grams.
crysta - Sold by the half gram (€20). 10 for a “parachute” (a small quantity wrapped in cigarette paper
High —— 50€ ready to be ingested).
tEcl?ltatsy Current — 10€ Stable unit price, decreasing with the purchase of several tablets.
apnle

Low prices apply to Internet purchases.
Current — 30€ Sold under the name 3-MMC, but may be another cathinone, often 3-CMC.
Low 7-10€ No price survey in Brittany and Réunion Island.

High —— 40-50€

Current — 10€
(blotting paper or drop)

Stable price.
Reduced price for larger purchases.

Pregahbalin
(Lyrica®)

eYs

Current — 2-3€
High 5¢
((300 mg tablet))

Price varies according to availability on the street market.
No prices recorded in Brittany, Hauts-de-France or Réunion Island.

* Prices are reported for other substances, notably drugs such as certain benzodiazepines, but the small number of prices reported means that it is not possible to establish a current price (the
most frequently reported price).
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