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Introduction:
High Alert is the public face of Drug Information and Alerts Aotearoa New
Zealand (DIANZ), New Zealand’s drug early warning system. DIANZ is a
function of the National Drug Intelligence Bureau (NDIB), a joint agency
made up of representatives from the Ministry of Health, New Zealand
Customs Service and New Zealand Police and is supported by a network of
health professionals and social services. The core function of DIANZ is to
gather and analyse data from various sources to build an understanding of
the illicit drug environment as well as reduce drug harm. This includes the
identification of new psychoactive substances (NPS) within New Zealand.

Methods:
DIANZ is constantly monitoring the drug environment for potential harm
from illicit substances. Information is gathered from several sources
including police data, customs seizures, ambulance incidence data, drug
checking services and public submissions.
When identified, samples linked to harm events or that possibly contain
NPS are sent to the Institute of Environmental Science and Research (ESR)
for confirmational analysis. The information in relation to a substance
and/or harm event is graded using a risk matrix, to assess the severity of
the potential harm from the substance. Depending on the threshold
reached, either an article, a notification or an alert will be issued.
Notifications and alerts are issued on the High Alert website and social
media channels. They are also sent directly to professional partners. These
distribution paths allow for the information to reach the intended
audience.
Following the release of a notification, DIANZ works with partners to
support targeted harm reduction responses to prevent future harm.
Continued monitoring of the drug environment allows DIANZ to assess the
effect notifications have.

Conclusion: 
The integration of many information sources has resulted in High Alert supporting the identification of NPS in New Zealand and has allowed for the 
development and implementation of harm reduction methods. 

Results: 
Since launching in June 2020, High Alert has published four public notifications for NPS that had not previously been
identified in New Zealand, including synthetic cannabinoids, synthetic cathinones, and synthetic opioids. High Alert has
also identified several NPS that have not been publicly notified but were discussed with network partners.

In March 2022, DIANZ was alerted to blue 30 mg ‘M30’ oxycodone tablets for sale on an online
market place in the Wellington region. A sample was acquired and sent for laboratory analysis.
The sample was assessed not to contain oxycodone, but instead the synthetic opioid, N-pyrrolidino
etonitazene (also known as etonitazepyne). Following a public notification, the pills were removed
from sale due to backlash from the online community, due to the misrepresentation.

A sample was presented to drug checking service, KnowYourStuffNZ, which was presumed to be
MDMA. DIANZ worked with KnowYourStuffNZ to have the sample tested in the laboratory. The
sample was identified as the synthetic cathinone, dimethylpentylone, not MDMA. This was the first
identification of dimethylpentylone in New Zealand. Since the initial notification, detections of
dimethylpentylone have continued in New Zealand, however, limited harm has been identified.

In July 2021, DIANZ became aware of two harm events including one death likely linked to
synthetic cannabinoid consumption. DIANZ collected information from Police, Ambulance
services, and hospitals as well as having samples tested by the ESR. Investigations identified the
synthetic cannabinoid 4F-MDMB-BICA as likely being responsible for the harm. Follow-up
activities by health services, local community groups, and Police worked to limit further harm
from this batch of synthetic cannabinoids.

For more on this topic see: 
Monitoring NPS markets (II) 11.30 EST
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