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what are harmful highs?
Harmful highs, legal highs or ‘novel psychoactive substances’ (NPS) as they should be 
known are substances which aim to mimic the effects of illegal drugs such as cocaine, 
cannabis and ecstasy, amongst others.  A large majority are not controlled under the  
Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 but the Government intends to ban all of these substances  
under new legislation which will come into force in April 2016. 

There is very little research on NPS.  No one really knows what the long term health 
implications are.  On this basis you really are being a human guinea pig and risking your 
health and wellbeing if you are taking these substances.



are they really legal?
Some of these substances are now controlled under the Misuse of Drugs Act 1971. 
However, a large number appear legal to buy from websites and shops on the high 
street.  These substances are often sold as ‘not for human consumption’ or as  
‘research chemicals’ to bypass any laws that would prevent them from being sold and 
they are sometimes marketed as ‘plant food’, ‘bath salts’ or ‘room odourisers’ - sneaky!

It’s a very fast moving industry.  Some NPS that are being sold 
may contain previously banned NPS or other illegal substances. 
The manufacturers produce new versions of NPS as soon as the 
version before is made illegal. 

So think about it, if you are in possession of any NPS with
banned substances in then you could be committing an offence.  
The Misuse of Drugs Act 1971 talks about trafficking, supply and 
possession and you may be convicted of possession of a controlled
drug (which could be a class ‘A’, class ‘B’ or class ‘C’ substance). 

short & long term use
NPS can carry serious health risks; it is not certain what chemicals are used in their 
production and what ends up going into the packet.  The physical effects of stronger 
brands can be quite overpowering with reports of people having shakes, sweats, tight 
chests, heart palpitations and fits or convulsions.

Just because some of these substances are legal to buy and sell it does not mean 
they are safe.  There is no sure way to know exactly what is in these substances and 
there is no definite way to find out what effect it will have on you.  

other risks
•	 They may give your immune system a battering so you  

might get more colds, flu and sore throats.
•	 You increase the risk to yourself if you combine alcohol with  

any legal or illegal substance that causes a high, including 
the risk of death.

•	 One type of substance can also be much stronger than another  
(ten times stronger in some cases) and this has often led to  
accidental overdosing.



•	 Range of effects include reduced inhibitions, drowsiness, agitation, paranoid states, 
fear/anxiety, low mood, psychotic symptoms, vomiting, collapse, coma, seizures and 
death.

•	 Because NPS are new and, in many cases, the actual chemical ingredients in a  
branded product can be changed without you knowing, meaning the risks are highly  
unpredictable.

staying safe/harm reduction
It is very difficult to offer specific harm reduction advice due to the wide variety of NPS 
available. Here are some general tips which will help you make better decisions when it 
comes to NPS.
• Do your research, find out about what you are taking, you can get up to date 

information from your local drug service.
•	 Try a small amount of the substance first (match head size) before re-dosing - it’s 

easy to put in your body but hard to take it out!
•	 Wait a good length of time before re-dosing - it’s not uncommon for these  

substances to take over an hour before you feel the effects.
•	 Only try substances in an environment in which you feel safe - don’t use them alone.
•	 Make plans for the ‘come-down’ where you are likely to feel low and drained for up 

to 72 hours after taking a substance.
•	 Set and setting - your thoughts, feelings, mood and physical/social environment can 

have a bearing on your experience so make sure you are in a good place, both  
mentally and physically.

•	 If you begin to feel slightly ill then seek medical attention immediately.
•	 Remember the effects will subside and pass over time.
•	 If someone is unconscious and you are unable to wake them, lay them on their  

tummy and into the recovery position to stop them from choking on their own 
vomit.

recovery position

Lay on their side.  Arm supporting head.  

Knee out to stop them rolling over.



getting support
Early Break offers free, confidential advice and support to young people around their 
substance use in Bury, Rochdale and Lancashire.  Early Break offers a range of interventions 
and services to help young people learn about the harm substances can have and help to 
reduce your substance use.

If you or someone you know would like to speak to someone in confidence then please call 
our office on:

0161 723 3880 01282 604 022
Bury & Rochdale Lancashire

You can find out more information about Early Break on our website which you can 
find at www.earlybreak.co.uk
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