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Introduction 

This section provides information on common substances in the unregulated drug supply and how 
these substances work in the body. This section also explains how these substances can affect health, 
including poisoning, withdrawal, and substance use disorder.  

This section also includes links to infographics that explain new, or novel, substances in the 
unregulated drug supply.  

Background 
In Canada, the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act (CDSA) regulates the production, possession, 
distribution, and use of controlled substances.1  

The unregulated drug supply refers to the many unregulated substances that are made, sold, and used 
outside of the legal and regulatory system. Unregulated substances are highly variable and 
unpredictable because no one checks their quality and safety. They often contain harmful, toxic, and 
potent substances that greatly increase the risks of drug poisoning and other health harms.2,3 

Resources 
• Visit the BC Centre on Substance Use (BCCSU) Drug Checking in BC Dashboard for information 

on substances in the unregulated drug supply and drug checking results in BC. 
• Find drug checking locations on the BCCSU Find Drug Checking website.   
• Sign up for Toxic Drug and Health Alerts in your region by texting JOIN to 253787 (ALERTS). 

 

 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/c-38.8/page-9.html
https://drugsense.bccsu.ubc.ca/
https://drugcheckingbc.ca/find-drug-checking/
https://towardtheheart.com/alerts
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Opioids 

Opioids are a type of psychoactive substance that slow down the brain and body through the central 
nervous system.4 Because of this, opioids are often called “down”. Opioids work by attaching to 
receptors throughout the body and slowing things down, like thinking, movement, and breathing.  

Opioids can be prescribed as medication to manage moderate to severe pain or to ease the symptoms 
of opioid withdrawal. Common prescribed opioids include morphine, hydromorphone, and 
methadone. People may also use opioids to create feelings of euphoria or relaxation, to cope with 
emotional or physical pain, or to cause drowsiness.5 
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Opioids in the Unregulated Drug Supply 
Some opioids are usually or only made in regulated facilities. Some types of opioids are only produced 
in the unregulated drug supply. Others (like fentanyl) are available from the unregulated and regulated 
drug supply. Regulated fentanyl is prescribed by doctors in clinics and hospitals. Unregulated fentanyl 
is made illegally without quality and safety controls. The high rates of drug poisoning deaths are largely 
because of unregulated fentanyl in the drug supply.  

Drug checking shows that unregulated opioids can often be a mix of unknown or harmful substances.6 

For example, some opioid samples contain sedatives that make people drowsy and less alert.6 Other 
opioid samples contain different types of fentanyl that are chemically similar but can be much more 
potent, like carfentanil.7 

Health Impacts of Opioid Use 
Using opioids can have several serious and unexpected side effects and adverse health effects, 
including opioid poisoning. Using opioids over a long period of time can lead to a person developing a 
tolerance to opioids, meaning the body needs stronger doses more often to feel the same effects. 
Using higher doses more often can lead people to develop physical opioid dependence. This means 
that when a person with opioid dependences does not get a regular amount of opioids, their body 
experiences painful symptoms of opioid withdrawal.  

Some people who use opioids develop opioid use disorder. 4 This is when a person’s opioid use 
becomes a problem and interferes with daily life. Some people use more than one substance (such as 
opioids, stimulants, and alcohol) in ways that cause problems for the person. This is called a 
polysubstance use disorder. Like other substance use disorders, this is a medical condition that can be 
treated with medications and other therapies. 

Opioid Poisoning 
An opioid poisoning happens when a toxic amount of opioids overwhelms the body’s ability to 
function, causing breathing to slow, stop, or become abnormal. Brain injury and death can occur when 
the brain and body do not get enough oxygen.  

Opioid poisoning can look different from person to person and from one situation to the next. Most 
people will present with the 3 key signs of opioid poisoning:  slow, stopped, or abnormal breathing (like 
gurgling, snoring, or choking), decreased level of consciousness, and pinpoint pupils. Other signs 
include blue or grey/ashen lips and nails, cold and clammy skin, and a stiff neck, chest, or body.  
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Opioid poisoning is a medical emergency that needs immediate response with rescue breaths and 
naloxone. An unmanaged opioid poisoning can cause serious injury and death.  

See Section 10 - Opioid Poisoning Response for more information on how to recognize and respond 
to opioid poisoning.  

Opioid Withdrawal 
When someone with a physical opioid dependence cuts back or stops using opioids, they can 
experience opioid withdrawal. Opioid withdrawal involves intense and painful physical symptoms, 
including nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, stomach cramps, sweating, anxiety, and restlessness. These 
symptoms can start within hours after a person last used opioids, depending on the person and their 
substance use history and patterns. 

https://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Harm_Reduction/Section_10_Opioid_Poisoning.pdf
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Opioid Use Disorder 
Opioid use disorder (OUD) happens when a person develops a problematic pattern of opioid use that 
significantly interferes with functioning. Not everyone who uses opioids will develop OUD. Research 
demonstrates that people with opioid use disorder benefit when offered screening, assessment, and 
treatment, including withdrawal management, social supports, and treatment with opioid agonist 
treatment (OAT).23 
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Stimulants 

Stimulants are a type of psychoactive substance that increase the activity of the central nervous 
system. They increase blood pressure, heart rate, energy, and focus. Stimulants work by increasing the 
activity of some chemicals in the brain, called neurotransmitters. This increases many physical and 
mental functions, including feeling more alert. Some people say this feels like the body is speeding up 
its “fight or flight” response.10  

Stimulants can be prescribed as medication to treat several conditions, including attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and narcolepsy. Common prescribed stimulants include 
methylphenidate (e.g., Ritalin) and amphetamines (e.g., Adderall).  
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Stimulants in the Unregulated Drug Supply 
Some stimulants come from the unregulated drug supply. Common unregulated stimulants include 
cocaine, crack cocaine, and crystal methamphetamine. People use unregulated stimulants for many 
reasons, such as to feel euphoria or more confident, to curb hunger, or to stay alert. This is especially 
common for people who are unhoused who need to protect themselves and their belongings.11,12 

Drug checking results show that unregulated stimulants often contain unknown or dangerous 
substances. In some cases, substances that people think are stimulants contain other substances, like 
opioids or benzodiazepines.6 When a person takes a depressant and a stimulant at the same time, their 
effects can clash, like trying to speed up and slow down the heart rate at the same time. These mixed 
signals can be dangerous for the body.  One substance can also mask or cover the effects of the other, 
leading people to use more and increase the risk of a drug poisoning.13 If opioids are unknowingly 
mixed with stimulants, someone who does not typically use opioids and has no tolerance for them can 
experience an opioid poisoning.   

Health Impacts from Stimulant Use 
Stimulants can have many effects on the body, which depend on the person and factors like their body 
weight, the type of stimulant they use, how much they use, their tolerance, if they used other 
substances, and if they had an empty stomach.9  These include serious and unexpected effects like 
experiencing stimulant toxicity (also known as overamping), stimulant withdrawal, or stimulant-
induced psychosis, stimulant-related seizure and/or developing a stimulant use disorder.14 Stimulant 
toxicity happens when a toxic amount of stimulants overwhelms the body’s functioning. See Section 
11 - Stimulant Toxicity for more information on how to respond.

Like an opioid use disorder, stimulant use disorder develops when stimulant use becomes a problem 
and interferes with daily living.  

https://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Harm_Reduction/Section_11_Stimulant_Toxicity.pdf
https://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Harm_Reduction/Section_11_Stimulant_Toxicity.pdf
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Hallucinogens & Combined Substances 

Hallucinogens are psychedelic substances that can change how people experience the world. They can 
affect sight, hearing, taste, smell, thinking, and feeling. They can affect mood and may cause a person 
to hallucinate (see or hear things that are not there) especially when taken in high doses. People use 
hallucinogens in different ways. Some people take a full dose at one time, while others may take small 
amounts regularly (called microdosing).22  
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Common hallucinogens include:  

• Lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD, acid),  
• Psilocybin (magic mushrooms),  
• Mescaline,  
• Dimethyltryptamine (DMT),  
• Ayahuasca,  
• Phencyclidine (PCP),  
• 3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA, ecstasy), and 
• Salvia. 

Combined Substances 
Some substances, like MDMA, can have the effects of both a stimulant and a hallucinogen. These 
substances are referred to as a combined substance.15  

In Canada, many hallucinogens are controlled substances.1 This means they are not legal. In some 
situations, hallucinogens can be used in clinical trials and for specific medical or research purposes.16,17  

Health Effects of Hallucinogen Use 
It is difficult to understand all the risks of using hallucinogens because there are many types and 
different ways people use them.20 Hallucinogen use can cause several serious and unexpected effects, 
including experiencing toxicity (depending on the type and amount of substance taken), developing a 
hallucinogen use disorder, and developing mental health issues, including self harm, anxiety, agitation, 
confusion, and psychosis.18,19,20 Since hallucinogens are part of the unregulated drug supply, they can 
contain harmful or unknown substances. For example, substances sold as MDMA may contain 
methamphetamine.  

Using hallucinogens often can lead to developing a tolerance. Like other substances, taking a break 
from using hallucinogens can lower a person’s tolerance. Stopping use of hallucinogens does not 
typically cause physical withdrawal symptoms. However, people can develop psychological 
dependence on hallucinogens, where they experience cravings and difficulty functioning without the 
substance.15 
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Novel Substances 

Novel substances are new or unknown chemicals or drugs found in the unregulated drug supply. They 
may not have specific laws that control their use. They may be added to unregulated substances to 
help organized crime groups make more money by enhancing the effects of the substance, reducing 
withdrawal symptoms, or making the substance cheaper.21 

The next pages include links to infographics and information sheets on novel substances found in BC’s 
unregulated drug supply. Click on the title or photo to access the resource. 

Etizolam  Medetomidine  

  
Nitazenes – The Basics 

 
 

Nitazenes – Beyond the Basics   

 

  

https://towardtheheart.com/resource/etizolam-in-bc-illicit-market/open
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/medetomidine-substance-information-sheet/open
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/nitazenes-the-basics/open
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/nitazenes-and-benzimidazole-opioids-beyond-the-basics/open
https://www.bccsu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Etizolam-Factsheet.pdf
http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Harm%20Reduction/Medetomidine%20Substance%20Info%20Sheet.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/16608487262Ny4wL0NKvQcQgcGTYFFsWNZAVRYlhqh4p57BZV.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1660848748iwSuN4j0iZqxEqJwqFVQjy6iGsAtGMfLeP8wKk8.pdf
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Levamisole Information Sheet for the 
Public 

Levamisole Information Sheet for 
Healthcare Providers 

  
Xylazine – The Basics Xylazine – For Healthcare Providers 

  
Benzodiazepines found in Opioids in 

British Columbia 
 

Carfentanil Information Sheet 

 
 

https://towardtheheart.com/resource/levamisole-info-sheet-/open
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1630094445UyfGDGGHTLX4VT520c8W0YnowjTqz6skdcrUPH9.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/levamisole-info-sheet-hcp/open
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1630094468KtSwWL7fFWUsjtJE8r0zwrdJUdBsKPupThpBUQh.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/xylazine-the-basics/open
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/xylazine/open
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/benzos-in-opioids-in-bc/open
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/17138098687CyUoHYawd577eJboX13djEX9RlI8RDTevs7V3L.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/resource/carfentanil-substance-information-sheet/open
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1630094445UyfGDGGHTLX4VT520c8W0YnowjTqz6skdcrUPH9.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1660762743kH775J4lVykS90oUsfpve5BeVpxIoJ9ZqpgPp3e.pdf
http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-gallery/Documents/Statistics%20and%20Research/Statistics%20and%20Reports/Overdose/Xylazine%20HCP%2024Jan22_FINAL.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1630094468KtSwWL7fFWUsjtJE8r0zwrdJUdBsKPupThpBUQh.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/17138098687CyUoHYawd577eJboX13djEX9RlI8RDTevs7V3L.pdf
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1756245591hdE4Iy4WWQjxyHK3t8H0u1TjOjLJyO67ouqBkAx.pdf
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Glossary 

Central nervous system refers to the body system made up of the brain and spinal cord that controls 
most of the body’s functions, including breathing, movement, thinking, and speech.  

Controlled substance refers to substances that are controlled under the federal Controlled Drugs and 
Substances Act (CDSA).  

Euphoria refers to a feeling of intense happiness and excitement.  

Hallucinate means to experience a sensory perception (like seeing, hearing, or feeling) something that 
is not there.  

Hallucinogen use disorder refers to a problematic pattern of hallucinogen use that significantly 
interferes with a person’s functioning. 

Level of consciousness refers to describe a person’s level of wakefulness, alertness, and awareness.  

Neurotransmitter refers to a chemical messenger in the body that carries signals from one nerve cell 
to another cell.   

Novel substances refers to new chemicals or compounds that may not have specific laws that govern 
their use. 

Opioid dependence refers to a process where the body adapts and becomes reliant on opioids. The 
person will experience withdrawal if opioids are reduced or stopped.   

Opioid poisoning refers to harms that happen to a person because of a toxic amount of opioids that 
overwhelm that body’s normal functioning and cause breathing to slow or stop.  

Opioid tolerance refers to a process where the body becomes less responsive to the effects of opioids 
over time. Tolerance means the person needs higher opioid doses to achieve the same effects.  

Opioid use disorder refers to a problematic pattern of opioid use that significantly interferes with a 
person’s functioning. 

Opioid withdrawal refers to symptoms that happen when a person with an opioid dependence 
abruptly stops or reduces use of opioids.  
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Polysubstance use refers to the use of more than one substance at a time.  

Potent or potency refers to how strong a substance is. If a substance is potent, it means a small 
amount has a large effect. 

Psychoactive refers to substances that affect mental processes including thinking, perception, mood, 
consciousness, cognition, or behaviour.  

Stimulant-induced psychosis refers to a mental state caused by the use of stimulants where a person 
experiences disconnection from reality (psychosis) and symptoms such as hallucinations, delusions, 
and paranoia. 

Stimulant-related seizure refers to a type of seizure that happens because of the overstimulating 
effect of stimulants on the brain.  

Stimulant toxicity (overamping) refers to harms that happen to a person because of a toxic amount of 
stimulants that overwhelm that body’s normal functioning.  

Stimulant use disorder refers to a problematic pattern of stimulant use that significantly interferes 
with a person’s functioning. 

Stimulant withdrawal refers to the physical and psychological symptoms that can occur after stopping 
or reducing use of stimulants.  

Toxic or toxicity refers to the degree to which a substance can cause harm.  

Unregulated drug supply refers to substances (drugs) that come from sources that are not regulated 
for quality or consistency by an oversight body (such as Health Canada). These substances are 
produced, distributed, bought, and sold outside of regulated systems.  

Unregulated substances refer to substances that are not monitored for consistency or quality. This 
means the potency and contents of substances can be variable and unpredictable.  
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