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DISEASE AWARENESS CAMPAIGN AIMS TO REDUCE RISK OF 

FATAL OVERDOSE AS HARDER HITTING AND HIGHLY 

ADULTERATED DRUGS ENTER SUPPLY 

 DRUG DEATHS IN ENGLAND AND WALES REACH HIGHEST LEVELS EVER 

RECORDEDi 

 DEATHS INVOLVING DRUGS ADULTERATED WITH NITAZENES INCREASE BY 

400% IN A SINGLE YEARi 

‘Gear Has Changed’, an unapologetically hard-hitting public health campaign launching in April 

2026, aims to protect drug users from accidental overdose caused by street drugs adulterated with 

lethal illicit substances such as nitazenes. 

The UK drug supply has fundamentally changed over recent years with the introduction of high-

potency opioids, including nitazenes – which are capable of causing fatal overdose at very low 

doses.ii,iii  

Outdoor advertising will target active drug users, new and experienced, and their friends and families 

in Birmingham, Portsmouth, Middlesbrough, Glasgow and Blackpool - the five UK cities with the 

highest drug-related deaths per capita. 

By posting hard-hitting harm-reduction messages directly into city centres, ‘Gear Has Changed’ aims 

to disrupt assumptions, raise awareness and signpost people in active substance dependency, and their 

circle of care, towards support.  

Peter Furlong, Harm Reduction Lead Change Grow Live (CGL) commented, “People who use 

recreational drugs can no longer assume they know what they’re taking or how strong it is. Highly 

adulterated substances are appearing in recreational drugs sold as something else entirely, 

significantly increasing the risk of accidental overdose.” 

“Nitazenes can be up to 500 times stronger than heroin and can suppress the respiratory system.iv,v 

This overdose risk is as severe amongst new, less experienced users, as it is amongst the more 

experienced who believe they are taking a familiar substance at a familiar dose, possibly from a 

dealer they believe they can trust.” 

The impact is severe. In 2024, deaths involving nitazenes increased by almost 400% in a single year, 

from 52 in 2023 to 195 in 2024.Error! Bookmark not defined. More broadly, drug-poisoning deaths in England 

and Wales reached their highest level ever recorded, while Scotland has reported some of the highest 

drug-related death rates in Europe.Error! Bookmark not defined.,vi 

Despite this increase, researchers still warn that drug-related deaths may be significantly 

underreported. Analysis of UK National Programme on Substance Use Mortality (NPSUM) data 

identified a 33% excess in drug deaths in Birmingham and Solihull, suggesting some nitazene cases 

may be going undetected.vii 

The Gear Has Changed campaign directs those at risk, and their wider circle of care, to engage with 

services that provide support, spanning pharmacies, healthcare professionals and drug and alcohol 

services, who can: 

 Reinforce messages about the increasing unpredictability of the illicit drug supply 

 Encourage early contact with local drug and alcohol services among people who use drugs 

(new and experienced), as well as their friends, families, and wider support networks. 
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 Provide impartial, non-judgemental advice and support that reduces stigma 

 

Posters and support material is available by contacting info@ethypharm.com 
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About Ethypharm: 

Ethypharm is a leading mid-sized international pharmaceutical company, with strong European roots, 

that manufactures and provides essential drugs, with a focus on, central nervous system (severe pain 

and addiction), hospital care and internal medicine. Its commitment is to improve patients' lives and 

make a positive impact on society and the environment. 

Ethypharm has 1,700 employees dedicated to its various pharmaceutical activities, of which 1400 are 

in industrial operations. The six production sites are located in France, the UK, Spain, and China, they 

have expertise in injectables and complex oral solid forms. With a global presence in 68 countries, the 

company markets its products directly in Europe and China, and has strategic partnerships in the 

EMEA, NA, LATAM and APAC markets. 

Ethypharm works closely with the authorities and healthcare professionals to ensure that its medicines 

are used appropriately and that patients have access to them. To find out more about Ethypharm, visit 

www.ethypharm.co.uk and follow us on LinkedIn. 
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