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Over a third of treatment-
seekers from Sao Paulo’s
Crackland report recent use
of synthetic cannabinoids

Braz J Psychiatry. 2024;46:20233234
doi:10.47626/1516-4446-2023-3234

(omon

In “Emerging synthetic cannabinoids and the risk of
psychosis: a growing concern for public health,” the
authors discussed the emergence of synthetic cannabi-
noid (SC), also called synthetic cannabinoid receptor
agonist,? consumption in Brazil, describing its complex
mechanisms of action and its strong association with
psychosis and psychotic symptoms.

However, despite their clear harmful effects and higher
addiction potential than other stimulants, SCs have not
been regarded as a threat to public health in Brazil. The
restricted availability and higher prices of SCs have so far
acted as protective factors, limiting access in disadvan-
taged populations. For similar reasons, Brazil has largely
avoided the opioid crisis experienced by many Western
nations. Unfortunately, the low consumption rates of
heroin and synthetic opioids cannot be attributed to better
regulation of the rapidly growing pharmaceutical industry
or to more conscientious prescription practices. Instead,
they are due to the extremely low price of its competitors:
cocaine and crack cocaine, which dominate Brazil's drug
market. The persistent affordability of crack cocaine
stems from longstanding production and distribution
pathways that have been firmly controlled by organized
criminal networks in Brazil.®> This has also contributed to
the emergence of open drug use in most Brazilian cities,
where severe crack cocaine use disorder is deeply
intertwined with social inequality. It is precisely within
the complex landscape of open drug use that SC
consumption has gained recent public attention. While
reports of SC use in Brazil can be traced back to 2015,
the perceived health risk of these substances has been
insignificant until now. The likelihood of seeking emer-
gency medical treatment following SC use was a main
finding of the Global Drug Survey,* which has been a
leading information source on the topic since it was first
conducted in 2015.° The Survey found that SC use
involves a significant risk of dependence and withdrawal,
presumably higher than natural cannabis products. Brazil
has actively participated in the Global Drug Survey since
2015, joining over 50 other nations in the survey that year.
Although the survey’s data are not representative, 1.8%
of the Brazilian respondents (103 of 5749) reported using
SC in 2015.
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There appears to have been a surge in SC consump-
tion in recent months in Brazil. This phenomenon has
been widely reported in the media and by health care
services, which have documented anecdotal cases of
fatalities.

Inaugurated in April 2023, the Hub de Cuidados em
Crack e outras Drogas (Care Hub for Crack and Other
Drugs) is a public service that provides offering addiction
treatment and social care in Sado Paulo’s largest open
drug scene, known as “Crackland.” During the first 12
months of operation, the facility has already received
3,759 patients reporting SC use (i.e., street names
commonly attributed to SC, such as: Spice, K2, K9, and
K12), which is 37.8% of all 9,945 patients interviewed for
addiction treatment. Surpassing anecdotal evidence,
these figures indicate a notable shift in SC accessibility,
particularly among the most vulnerable segments of
Brazil's population. Easy access to SCs in the most
prominent open drug scene in Brazil’s most populous city
has led to a distinct set of challenges and risks. These
preliminary data highlight the pressing need to promptly
address this issue and have resulted in the Care Hub'’s
implementation of a toxicology surveillance program. The
facility has recently added toxicology analysis to its
service protocol to detect and identify SC metabolites in
an effort to pinpoint the specific SCs used by this socially
vulnerable population.® The strategy involves systematic
collection of 10 to 20 hair samples on a quarterly basis
from individuals who report SC consumption during
clinical assessment. The first batch is currently in
analysis. The main challenge is to determine whether
the substances commonly referred to as “K drugs” are
indeed SCs, given that 221 new synthetic drugs have
been identified as cannabinoid receptor agonists.” Stu-
dies have shown that different types of SCs involve
different levels of risk, which could be due to chemical
variability or mixture with different compounds.?® Hence,
the insights derived from systematic screening could lead
to tailored therapeutic approaches for emergency cases
and more effective symptom management for abstinence
syndrome. The surveillance program will also determine
the presence of other synthetic drugs, such as amphe-
tamine-type stimulants (phenethylamines, synthetic cath-
inones), synthetic opioids, ketamine, and gamma-
hydroxybutyrate. Furthermore, potentially lethal adulter-
ants to crack cocaine, such as strychnine can be
identified. Recognizing the increasing availability and
consumption of SCs in the largest open drug scene in
the country,® in addition to more accurate identification of
the drugs in circulation has key significance for health
care professionals and policy makers alike.

Clarice Sandi Madruga,'?() Quirino Cordeiro,
Claudio Jerénimo da Silva,' Aline Correa de Araujo,’

Danilo Silveira Seabra,’ Ronaldo R. Laranjeira’?

' Associagdo Paulista para o Desenvolvimento da Medicina (SPDM),
Sdo Paulo, SP, Brazil. 2Departamento de Psiquiatria, Universidade
Federal de Sao Paulo (UNIFESP), Sao Paulo, SP, Brazil.

Submitted Jun 17 2023, accepted Oct 18 2023.


http://doi.org/10.47626/1516-4446-2023-3234
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-1993-1748
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Letter to the Editors

Disclosure

The authors report no conflicts of interest.

Author contributions

CSM: Conceptualization, formal analysis, methodology,
writing original draft.

QC: Conceptualization, project administration, writing
review & editing.

CJS: Conceptualization, project administration.

ACA: Data collection and data curation, Project adminis-
tration, writing review & editing.

DSS: Data collection and data curation, Project adminis-
tration, writing review & editing.

RRL: Conceptualization, Funding acquisition, Resources,
Visualization.

All authors have read and approved of the final version to
be published.

Handling Editor: Alexandre Loch

How to cite this article: Madruga CS, Cordeiro Q, da
Silva CJ, de Araujo AC, Seabra DS, Laranjeira RR. Over
a third of treatment-seekers from Sao Paulo’s Crackland
report recent use of synthetic cannabinoids. Braz J Psy-
chiatry. 2024;46:20233234. http://doi.org/10.47626/1516-
4446-2023-3234

Braz J Psychiatry. 2024;46:e20233234

1

References

Souza JDR, Madruga CS, Noto C. Emerging synthetic cannabinoids
and the risk of psychosis: a growing concern for public health. Braz J
Psychiatry. 2023;45:306-7.

Gatch MB, Tourigny A, Shetty RA, Forster MJ. Behavioral pharma-
cology of five novel synthetic cannabinoids. Behav Pharmacol.
2022;33:175-83.

Manso BP, Dias CN. A guerra: a ascensao do PCC e o mundo do
crime organizado no Brasil. Sdo Paulo: Todavia; 2018.

Winstock A, Lynskey M, Borschmann R, Waldron J. Risk of emer-
gency medical treatment following consumption of cannabis or syn-
thetic cannabinoids in a large global sample. J Psychopharmacol.
2015;29:698-703.

Winstock AR, Barratt MJ. Synthetic cannabis: a comparison of pat-
terns of use and effect profile with natural cannabis in a large global
sample. Drug Alcohol Depend. 2013;131:106-11.

Roque-Bravo R, Silva RS, Malheiro RF, Carmo H, Carvalho F,
da Silva DD, et al. Synthetic cannabinoids: A pharmacological and
toxicological overview. Annu Rev Pharmacol Toxicol. 2023;63:
187-209.

European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction
(EMCDDA). New psychoactive substances: 25 years of early warning
and response in Europe — an update from the EU Early Warning
System. Lisbon: EMCDDA; 2022.

Secretaria Nacional de Cuidados e Prevengéo as Drogas. LELUCA:
relatério final resultadosSao Paulo: Universidade Federal de Sao
Paulo, 2022.


http://doi.org/10.47626/1516-4446-2023-3234
http://doi.org/10.47626/1516-4446-2023-3234

	title_link
	Disclosure
	Author contributions

	REFERENCES

