
SPICE AND 
PSYCHOACTIVE 
SUBSTANCES:

GUIDE

A PRISON PRACTITIONER'S 



SPICE: USING WHAT WE’VE 
LEARNED TO KEEP YOU AND 
YOUR TEAMS SAFE

Anyone that works in a prison will know of the challenge 
created by rising use of Spice and other synthetic drugs. You 
may have come across people suffering from its effects, or you 
may have experienced its impact yourself when working on 
residential units. 

We certainly understand the challenge. Catch22’s teams work 
with young people and adults across 23 prisons. We work 
with thousands of people during their time in custody, from 
basic custody screening through to offender management and 
resettlement, support for veterans in custody, victim services, 
gangs work and youth justice.

We believe in these people. We know that given the right 
support, many of them can go on to lead crime free lives and 
make a positive contribution to society. But to do this, we must 
ensure their time inside prison is purposeful and drug free. 

Spice use in prison has become more common over the last 
few years. This booklet – written by Max Rumley, Head of 
Service for the HMP Thameside Offender Management Unit 
(OMU), documents what our frontline teams have learned and 
observed, as well as the strategies they’ve implemented to 
support prisoners and keep themselves safe at work. It was 
written as a training guide for our people, but we think it could 
be useful for everyone working inside the custodial estate. We 
hope it helps you.  

Lisa Smitherman 
Director of Social Justice and Rehabilitation 
Catch22, 2018
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WHAT ARE NEW PSYCHOACTIVE 
SUBSTANCES?
New psychoactive substances (NPS, 
or “legal highs”) are compounds 
designed to mimic existing established 
recreational drugs. They can be grouped 
into four main categories: synthetic 
cannabinoids, depressants, stimulants 
and hallucinogens.

SYNTHETIC CANNABINOIDS 
include a large number of drugs. The best 
known and most widely used are Spice and 
Black Mamba.

DEPRESSANTS  
include drugs like GHB GBL (gamma 
butyrolactone) and ketamine, which has 
dissociative effects in addition to its 
depressant effects.

STIMULANTS  
include drugs like MDMA (3,4-methylene-
dioxymethamphetamine), better known as 
ecstasy, and ecstasy variants such as PMA 
and PMMA.

HALLUCINOGENS  
include drugs such as LSD (lysergic acid 
diethylamide) and assorted tryptamines 
and phenethylamines.
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SPICE: WHAT IS IT?

Spice is the name given to a synthetic cannabinoid. 
Prior to the introduction of the Psychoactive 

Substances Act 20161, Spice was often referred 
to as a ‘legal high’ and was available to purchase 
‘legally’ in shops and online for around £10 a gram.

Historically, Spice has mainly presented in the form 
of dried green plant matter, which can mislead 
inexperienced users into treating it as cannabis 
(in terms of quantity used). However, the plant 
matter is just a vessel for the substance. Leaves 
are sprayed with the active compound, they do not 
naturally contain the active ingredient. 

To avoid detection within the custodial estate, 
there has been a recent spike in letters and cards 
being sprayed with the liquid Spice compound, left 
to dry and then being sent in via the normal post 

process2. 

Because Spice is scentless, it can be extremely 
difficult to detect. Often drug detection dogs 
or random testing is the only way to detect the 
compound on any suspected items sent into the 
establishment. 

A common misconception in the past has been 
to attribute Spice with cannabis- due to it being 
a cannabinoid. However, whilst cannabinoids 
interact with the same receptors in the brain, the 
effects of Spice often differ hugely from Cannabis 
and can lead to extremely unpredictable behaviour 
from the user; especially in a controlled setting 
such as a prison establishment or secure unit, for 
example. 

‘MAMBA’, ‘BIRD KILLER’, ‘RICE’, ‘KATIE PRICE’, ‘X’, 
‘GREEN HEROIN’, ‘MANDOWN’, ‘POT POURRI’, ‘DANK’, 
‘INCENSE’, ‘ZOMBIE’, ‘SPIZ’.

Slang names for Spice that you might hear on the 
wing include:
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KNOWN EFFECTS OF SPICE
Spice is a dangerous drug and can cause significant physical 
and mental health challenges. 

FOR ACUTE USERS:

Symptoms include: Convulsions, paralysis, psychosis, extreme 
bizarre behaviour, elevated heart rate 
(tachycardia), aggression.

Treatment includes: Symptom-directed supportive care, may 
require medication for agitation, convulsions, 
or psychosis. If symptoms are persistent or 
severe transfer to hospital may be necessary.

FOR CHRONIC (PERSISTENT, LONG TERM) USERS:

Symptoms include: Psychosis, aggression, loss of weight, 
decreased hygiene/general health, reported 
dependence/withdrawals.

Treatment includes: Psychosocial and other appropriate support. 
Ongoing medication, where appropriate, for 
enduring symptoms.
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RISKS OF USING SPICE

1. CONSUMPTION

The largest known risk in regards to Spice use is that there is no controlled consistency in strength 
between one batch and the next. 

A simple analogy of this would be buying two bottles of the same-named alcohol from the same seller 
and price- but not knowing that one is 18% volume while the next is over 90% volume. 

The user would likely use both bottles of alcohol in the same manner and at the same rate, despite the 
difference in potency. By default the risks would hugely increase if they were to unknowingly consume the 
stronger one at the same rate as the weaker one. 

An episode following the ingestion of a high dose is often referred to as a Spice Attack. Unfortunately 
there are an increasing number of reports of vulnerable prisoners (mental health issues/debt) being 
coerced into taking high doses of Spice in order to test the strength of batches and/or to display the 
symptoms of a Spice Attack for the amusement of others.

2. PSYCHOLOGICAL DEPENDENCE 

Evidence suggests that Spice use is far more prevalent in the prison estate than in the community. 
Furthermore it is suggested that use of the substance can become so addictive and destructive, that it 
often leads to a complete loss of motivation to maintain things such as personal hygiene and achieving 
goals. 

Therefore as a practitioner, it can be extremely difficult to work with and motivate an individual actively 
using Spice, as often their focus will not be on effectively addressing their identified needs.

3. PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH

Last year for the fourth year running, it was identified that the risk of seeking Emergency Medical 
Treatment was “higher following the use of synthetic cannabinoid products than any other substance”4. 
Furthermore, whilst any form of substance misuse carries a certain level of risk, the unpredictability 
of Spice strength and the symptoms it causes from one individual to the next can leave medical staff 
struggling to identify the best possible treatment.

Figures from the Crown Prosecution Service show that there 
have been 504 offences relating to Spice and other NPS’ since 
a new law came into force in May 2016 that criminalised their 
production, sale and supply3. 



WHY ARE OUR PRISONERS 
USING SPICE?

• It’s relatively affordable (although 
it is 5-10 times the price in prison 
as it is in the community)

• It’s an easily accessible 
replacement for cannabis or other 
substances

• The alleviation of boredom

• A form of self-medication

Figure 1.1. What drugs have people used in the last month? (Prison study)6

  ONCE YOU ARE STONED YOU KIND OF… ALL 
YOU WANT IS MORE AND MORE. WHEN YOU FEEL 
IT WEARING OFF AND YOU KNOW IT’S COME TO THE 
END YOU JUST WANT TO SMOKE MORE, YOU WANT 
TO PERMANENTLY STAY UNDER THAT EFFECT.    
PRISONER QUOTE
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We asked the prisoners that we work with, of varying 
categories across the estate, why they use Spice. They said: 

• A coping mechanism

• Pleasure and enjoyment

• A desire to rapidly pass time: 

“It’s amazing how quick the time 

passes when you’re on it. You could 

have a spliff and all of a sudden it’s 

the next morning you’re getting up 

again”5

Substance Used Not used

Spice 33% 67%

Hooch 15% 85%

Cannabis 14% 86%

Heroin substitutes 14% 86%

Heroin 8% 92%



KEEPING YOURSELF SAFE

CHECK YOUR SURROUNDINGS: 

Before you enter a wing, landing or room, observe and 
scan the environment. If you see smoke or can smell 
anything unfamiliar, avoid the area and go somewhere 
you know is safe. Spice is generally scentless however 

can have a metallic or a generic burning/chemical smell.

HOW DO YOU FEEL? 

Seek immediate medical attention if you begin to 
experience any undesirable or adverse symptoms. 
Initially this may be light-headedness, dizziness, 

increased heart-rate etc.

KEEP YOUR DISTANCE: 

Avoid directly approaching service users if you suspect 
them to be under the influence of Spice. Alert an 
operational member of staff of your concerns and report 

the matter as per your local arrangements.

KEEP YOUR TEAM INFORMED: 

Use your team meetings to discuss with colleagues and 
line manager any new trends or behaviour you have 
noticed on the wings. Ensure this happens regularly and 

on an ongoing basis. 

TELL YOUR MANAGER: 

Approach your line manager directly if you feel that 
Spice or any other substance misuse within the prison is 
negatively impacting upon your health.

As frontline practitioners, it is sometimes easy to put all 
our energy and focus into supporting and risk-managing 
your service user whilst forgetting the importance of 
safeguarding ourselves.

Make sure to follow the below procedure to ensure 
that you’re safe from the effects of Spice:

  GOING THROUGH 
A SPICE ATTACK IS 
TERRIFYING. IF IT 

HAPPENS, REMEMBER 

TO BREATHE AND 

DON’T LOSE SIGHT OF 

THE FACT THAT THOSE 

INTENSE FEELING 

WILL FADE. SPEAK TO 

SOMEONE AS SOON AS 

POSSIBLE AND MAKE 

SURE YOU ARE SEEN 

BY A HEALTHCARE 

PROFESSIONAL 

AFTERWARDS.                                                                           

LAURA DE FRANCO, SENIOR 
CASE MANAGER,  CATCH22 HMP 
WINCHESTER

8



9

REPORTING PROCESSES
Every organisation that works in the custodial estate needs to 
have a process for responding to staff impacted by Spice. Below 
is Catch22’s, but we encourage each organisation to develop 
their own procedure.

Staff member 
reports incident to 
line manager.

Line manager offers 
support, completes 
incident/near miss 
form within 24 
hours and escalates 
to central reporting. 

Line manager 
to then debriefs 
where suitable and 
signpost their team 
member to the 
Catch22 Employee 
Assistance 
Programme or 
local employee 
representation.

Staff member to 
be granted time to 
engage with their 
GP/hospital to 
safeguard against 
any possible 
negative impact 
upon their health.

Line manager 
to offer ongoing 
additional support/
emotional wellbeing 
checks and keep 
under review for as 
long as is deemed 
necessary. 

MY INSTITUTION’S REPORTING PROCESS IS:

01 02 03 04 05



BEST PRACTICE WHEN 
WORKING WITH PRISONERS
Identifying Spice use amongst prisoners can be more difficult 
than other prohibited activity. The following may help you to spot 
the signs and help support those affected: 
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CHANGES: 
Look out for noticeable changes 
in behaviour and physical 
appearance; i.e weight loss, 
becoming withdrawn from social 
interaction or confusion.

CHALLENGES: 
Positively challenge known/
suspected Spice use. Assure 
prisoners that support is 
available.

REFERRALS: 
Make referrals to substance 
misuse providers for 
psychosocial interventions, 
including 1:1 and support groups. 

PARTNERSHIPS: 

Ensure you are working closely 
with substance misuse, 
healthcare and offender 
management providers. To 
properly address drug use you 
need all these teams to be 
involved.

HARM REDUCTION: 

Provide basic harm reduction 
advice, as a minimum, for those 
prisoners unable to engage fully 
with psychosocial support.

CREATE ADVOCATES: 
Engage prisoners in supporting 
education and awareness 
campaigns.
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For any further information, please refer to this 
guide; it contains a variety of information and 
advice specifically in regards to NPS use, strategy 
and reduction within the prison estate: New 
psychoactive substances (NPS) in prisons: A toolkit 
for prison staff

1. http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2016/2/contents/enacted

2. http://www.ibtimes.co.uk/spice-sprayed-childrens-crayon-
drawings-prison-smuggling-scam-notorious-suicide-drug-
revealed-1590905

3. Psychoactive Substances Act 2016 , http://www.legislation.gov.uk/
ukpga/2016/2/contents/enacted/data.htm

4. https://www.globaldrugsurvey.com/wp-content/themes/
globaldrugsurvey/results/GDS2017_key-findings-report_final.pdf

5. http://www.crim.cam.ac.uk/alumni/penology/theses/Sam%20
Baker.pdf

6. http://uservoice.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/User-Voice-
Spice-The-Bird-Killer-Report-Low-Res.pdf
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