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Summary:

e Synthetic cannabinoids, also referred to as K2 or Spice, are lab-created substances
that are meant to mimic the effects of THC but are associated with wide-ranging and
severe adverse effects, including arrythmias, agitation, nausea/vomiting, and seizures.
While rare, synthetic cannabinoid use can result in death.

e Datafromthe NYC Health Department indicate a sustained elevation in synthetic
cannabinoid-related emergency department (ED) visits citywide, affecting primarily
residents of Highbridge-Morrisania, Southeast Queens, and Central Harlem-
Morningside Heights.

e Between January and August 2025, there were at least nine unintentional drug overdose
deaths that involved synthetic cannabinoids and no other substances, an increase
from at least two deaths during all of 2024."

e While there have been no confirmed cases of fentanyl contamination in synthetic
cannabinoid products in NYC, itis important to administer naloxone whenever an
opioid overdose is suspected.

e Provide supportive care to manage the symptoms of people experiencing suspected
synthetic cannabinoid-related adverse effects.

e Contactthe NYC Poison Centerimmediately at 212-POISONS or 212-764-7667 if you
observe or learn of unusual overdoses or other adverse events.

October 6, 2025
Dear Colleagues,

The NYC Health Department has seen an increased number of emergency department visits and
deaths related to synthetic cannabinoids. Synthetic cannabinoid-related emergency department
visits increased citywide from October 2024 through May 2025, and remain elevated among
residents of Highbridge-Morrisania, Central Harlem-Morningside Heights, and Southeast Queens
through September 2025. Further, there have been at least nine unintentional drug overdose

" Data are from the NYC Health Department’s Bureau of Vital Statistics and the NYC Office of Chief Medical Examiner. Data are
provisional and subject to change.



deaths involving synthetic cannabinoids and no other substances from January to August 2024,
an increase from at least two deaths in 2024.

Synthetic cannabinoids are lab-made substances intended to mimic the effects of THC. There are
hundreds of synthetic cannabinoid substances with a range of chemical structures, and new
types emerge frequently. Synthetic cannabinoid products are often sold as dried herbal blends
and consist of non-psychoactive plant material sprayed with synthetic cannabinoid compounds
dissolved in acetone or ethanol." These products are affordable and widely available and are not
detected through standard urine toxicology tests." Because of this, synthetic cannabinoid use
may be more common among people who are subject to routine urine screenings as a condition
of parole, probation, employment, or military service."

Providers have expressed concerns about fentanyl contamination following observations of
unresponsiveness among individuals using synthetic cannabinoids. Of note, NYC Health
Department data suggest that unresponsiveness is a relatively common symptom of synthetic
cannabinoid-involved overdose. To date, there have been no confirmed cases of fentanyl
contamination in synthetic cannabinoids in NYC.

Providers should discuss the unpredictable health effects of synthetic cannabinoids with
their patients. Within a single batch or brand of product, the specific synthetic cannabinoid
compounds present as well as their concentrations may vary." Even within a single product, the
concentration of synthetic cannabinoids may be inconsistent due to the creation of “hot spots”
during the spraying process. This makes synthetic cannabinoid products difficult to dose and
results in unpredictable and varied experiences.

Clinical Information on Synthetic Cannabinoids
e Synthetic cannabinoid intoxication can cause a range of symptoms. Some of the most
commonly reported severe adverse effects are arrhythmias (particularly tachycardia),
agitation, nausea/vomiting, unresponsiveness and seizures."
o While rare, synthetic cannabinoid use can result in death.""Vi
e People who use synthetic cannabinoids regularly may also experience withdrawal."
Symptoms associated with synthetic cannabinoid withdrawal significantly overlap with
symptoms of overdose.
e Identification and management of synthetic cannabinoid intoxication is challenging
because:
o There are hundreds of synthetic cannabinoid compounds, new types emerge
frequently, and their effects vary.
o Many symptoms of synthetic cannabinoid intoxication overlap with symptoms of
intoxication from other substances.
o Standard urine toxicology tests do not detect synthetic cannabinoids, which makes
identifying their involvement difficult and often based on self-report.
o Thereis no antidote to synthetic cannabinoid intoxication.



Recommendations: Overdose Response
e Contactthe NYC Poison Center immediately if you observe or learn of unusual overdoses
or other adverse events.
o Call212-POISONS or 212-764-7667 to report unusual overdoses or adverse events
following synthetic cannabinoid use.
e Provide supportive care to manage the symptoms of people experiencing suspected
synthetic cannabinoid-related adverse effects.

Recommendations: Counseling and Education
e Educate people who use synthetic cannabinoids about the unpredictable dose, potency,
and clinical effects of synthetic cannabinoid products.
e Counsel people who use synthetic cannabinoids about strategies to reduce their risk of
adverse effects including:
Going slow and taking breaks between hits
Avoiding using drugs alone
Sitting down before using drugs
Avoiding mixing drugs (including alcohol)
Eating before using synthetic cannabinoids
Staying hydrated
Using drugs in a safe place
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e Talk to people who use synthetic cannabinoids about any symptoms or conditions they are
aimingto relieve through synthetic cannabinoid use (e.g., pain, anxiety). Consider clinical
management of these symptoms.

e Provide person-centered, trauma-informed care to people who use drugs, even if they are
not ready to stop using.

Recommendations: Connections to Care

e |[fa personisconcerned aboutthe potential presence of fentanyl or other unexpected
substances in their synthetic cannabinoid product(s), encourage them to connect with
drug checking services.

o While the NYC Health Department’s drug checking service is not able to provide
point-of-care testing for synthetic cannabinoid products, they can send samples to
a partner laboratory for testing and identification of substances.

o More information about the NYC Health Department’s drug checking services is
available here on the NYC Health Department website.

e Familiarize yourself with a local harm reduction organization so you can connect people
who may benefit from these services. Click here for a list of NYC’s syringe service
programs.

e People seeking support to stop using drugs or other resources can call or text 988 or chat
at nyc.gov/988. Counselors are available 24/7 in more than 200 languages.


https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/basas/drug-checking-one-pager.pdf
https://www.nyc.gov/assets/doh/downloads/pdf/basas/syringe-service.pdf
https://nyc.gov/988

Additional Resources

e K2 |NYC Health

e Synthetic Cannabinoids | NYS Office of Addiction Services and Supports

e Synthetic Cannabinoids (Spice): An Overview for Healthcare Providers | CDC
e Substance Use Disorder Provider Resources| NYC Health

e Qverdose Prevention Resources for Providers| NYC Health

Sincerely,
Rebecca Linn-Walton, PhD, LCSW Shivani Mantha, MPH
Assistant Commissioner Executive Director of Research,
Bureau of Alcohol and Drug Use Surveillance, Policy, and

Communications
Bureau of Alcohol and Drug Use
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