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THE ATTACHED TRANSCRIPT WAS TYPED FROM A RECORDING AND NOT 

COPIED FROM AN ORIGINAL SCRIPT.  BECAUSE OF THE RISK OF MISHEARING 

AND THE DIFFICULTY IN SOME CASES OF IDENTIFYING INDIVIDUAL 

SPEAKERS, THE BBC CANNOT VOUCH FOR ITS COMPLETE ACCURACY. 

 

“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 6
th

 September 2016 

Repeat:  Sunday 11
th

 September 2016 

 

Producer:  Nicola Dowling 

Reporter:  Danny Vincent 

Editor:  Gail Champion 

 

ACTUALITY OF CONVERSATION, CAR DOOR SHUTTING 

 

VINCENT: I’m in China for a meeting with drug traffickers.  I’m 

being taken a short distance to meet a Mr Wang, the boss of a chemical company, but this is 

far from a legitimate deal.  I am posing as a British importer wanting to bring illegal drugs 

into the country. 

So this is Shijiazhuang, right? 

 

POPPY: Yes, Shijiazhuang. 

 

VINCENT: So this is where your boss is? 

 

POPPY: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

 

VINCENT: Okay.  So just going in now.  After you. 

I am being taken into a private dining room in a café.  I am being shown a huge array of 

drugs laid out on the table.  So you’ve got three bags of different products and one is a crystal 

structure, and Mr Wang is taking out other products here. 
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POPPY: The price is £1,200 but customers always buy this one, 

because this one is more stronger. 

 

VINCENT: Just what’s set out in front of me is likely to be worth 

more than £20,000.  Mr Wang and his assistant tell me they can produce half a ton a month.  

They say they can expect to get them into the UK despite a ban on these drugs, known as 

Novel Psychoactive Substances - or legal highs. 

And have you sent this to England before?  

 

POPPY: Yeah, no problem. 

 

VINCENT: It’s early days since the new legislation came in, 

but tonight the indications are that it’s not stopping supply. 

 

BERRY: There are still unscrupulous people abroad who are 

willing to sell Novel Psychoactive Substances on the internet from the safety of a website 

hosted in a different country.  We shouldn’t kid ourselves that the problem has gone away. 

This is a huge challenge. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN MANCHESTER – MUSIC 

 

GIRL: I’ve smoked Pandora’s Box, Clockwork Orange, I’ve 

smoked Annihilation, I’ve smoked Chronic and a few others. 

 

VINCENT: Revellers and the homeless here in Manchester are 

candid about their use of what were commonly known as legal highs.  There were hundreds 

of variations of these drugs. They were sold in bright packets on the high street, in stores 

known as head shops.  They were legal, but in some cases lethal.  There were growing 

concerns about the harm and the antisocial behaviour they caused until they were finally 

banned this year in May and the head shops were closed down. 
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ACTUALITY IN NORTHERN QUARTER 

 

LINNELL: This is the Northern Quarter of Manchester.  It is a 

thriving area with a huge concentration of record shops and bars and restaurants and clubs.  

It’s one of the trendiest areas of Manchester, if you like. 

 

VINCENT: Mike Linnell is the founder of UK Drug Watch, a 

professional network that conducts research into drug use in the country.  

 

LINNELL: We are just passing one of the main shops that was 

considered a head shop, and around this area there’s sweet shops that were selling it and 

there’s other shops as well that were selling it. 

 

VINCENT: There were sweet shops selling former legal highs? 

 

LINNELL: Sweet shops.  We even … research we did, we even 

found a pound shop that was selling it at one time.  In the North West, one of the main outlets 

was a clothes for cash shop, and we’ve heard this from a number of different areas, where 

you can go in and basically swap your clothes for legal highs.  And so we were finding that 

the children’s homes had lost all their bedding and towels and the homeless population were 

getting donated clothes and then swapping those for legal highs.  So a whole variety of 

outlets.  I mean, it’s a business, there was a lot of money to be made by people, so that’s why 

people got involved in it. 

 

VINCENT: But in May, the Psychoactive Substances Act came 

into force, making the business illegal.  Anyone caught importing or supplying these drugs 

could face imprisonment of up to seven years.  It’s the latest in a series of moves between  

authorities and the manufacturers.  Since 2010 more than 500 new substances have been 

made illegal in the UK.  Each time a drug was outlawed, chemists would tweak the chemical 

formulas, creating new variations that made them legal to sell.  The new legislation aimed to 

break this cycle with a blanket ban on all psychoactive substances.  But here in Manchester, 

you don’t have to look far to find people still taking drugs like Spice and Mamba. 
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ACTUALITY ON STREET 

 

WOMAN: This is Kilo.  What you want to know anything about 

Spice, this drug that’s like legal but not legal, you know this new one, Kilo’s on it, I’m not on it. 

 

VINCENT: Kilo’s on it.  Is he on it now? 

 

WOMAN: Yeah, it’s worse than heroin, to be honest. 

 

VINCENT: In what ways? 

 

WOMAN: The withdrawal, the symptoms, everything.  I wouldn’t 

wish anybody on that. 

 

VINCENT: What’s it done to him? 

 

WOMAN: It’s made him incapable to do most things, it’s made 

him to be sick in the mornings, very very sick in the mornings to be honest.  It’s like heroin. 

 

VINCENT: Although the ban has stopped much casual use, Mike 

Linnell says it’s continuing amongst the homeless and vulnerable.  

 

LINNELL: Closing all the head shops and bringing in this 

legislation is certainly going to have an influence on it, but it’s not going to stop it. There’s 

no guarantee whatsoever that it will actually make it safer. Traditionally, whenever you get a 

drug that’s banned, it doesn’t go away if it’s popular.  What seems to have happened since 

the ban is that certainly the sales have, I would say, have almost certainly gone down, but it’s 

just been transferred, so it’s traditional dealers who are now selling them, and people who are 

kind of less legitimate and were less legitimate to start off with. 

 

VINCENT: Evidence suggests that dealers are now importing 

products using the same supply routes head shops were using before the drugs were made 

illegal.   
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DUDEK: This is a really lucrative business comparing to the 

traditional drugs. You just order this stuff in China and then the stuff is coming to European 

countries.  

 

VINCENT: Daniel Dudek is a synthetic drugs specialist at Europol, 

the European Union’s law enforcement agency.  They monitor reports of drugs seizures 

across the continent.  They call China the pharmaceutical wholesaler and retailer to the world 

when it comes to these new psychoactive substances. 

 

DUDEK: We are seeing the really professional factories.  This, 

for the Chinese, is like a business.  If they receive orders from interested people from Europe 

saying, ‘I would like to receive this substance, similar effect like stimulant, like amphetamine 

or like cocaine,’ they are doing this because they got a very skilled chemist, they are like 

lucrative businessmen who want to make, generate a lot of money. 

 

VINCENT: How has this become so big in China? 

 

DUDEK: China is a big country with very strong chemical 

industry, so you can find everything in China, look for all the products which we are in daily 

life, what we are buying.  This is a huge country with huge industry, so I would say they got 

the knowhow, they’ve got the ingredients, the chemicals to produce the stuff.  They’re using 

their lucrative business to make the money, those guys. 

 

VINCENT: How much do you think this industry is worth? 

 

DUDEK: This is enormous.  Few months, one smart shop or one 

… companies can produce the profits around millions of euros, so I would say that this is a 

really huge profit generated by this business.   

 

VINCENT: Production in China thrived, because up until last year 

there were few controls on psychoactive products.  In October 2015, following international 

pressure, including from the EU, China banned 116 chemicals.  But it hasn’t stopped supply 

of synthetic substances that mimic the effects of traditional drugs like cannabis.  Mike Linnell 

says it’s almost a gold rush - anyone with the knowhow could get involved. 
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LINNELL: I’ve spoken to people who are involved in the supply 

and wholesale into the UK, and they were telling me that it was university departments, it 

was professors of chemistry.  I mean, these weren’t necessarily back street companies, there 

were some quite big organisations in some cases who were producing these.  In other cases it 

was garden shed production.  It was a real variety of things. 

 

VINCENT: I spend a lot of time working in China and I have seen 

how important exports are to the economy.  I am intrigued to find out who is behind the 

supply of these drugs.  Are they professionals - legitimate pharmaceutical companies?  

Maybe they’re organised crime syndicates or, as Mike Linnell suggests, maybe they’re a bit 

of both.  I am looking on Google and right away the results are taking me to the Chinese 

websites.  The websites are in English.  They are selling versions of synthetic cannabinoids.  

They are offering drugs, but only to those in the know.  Everything is advertised with their 

chemical formula names.  It’s clear there's still an active trade.  

Dr Adam Winstock is an addiction psychiatrist and the founder of the Global Drugs Survey, 

the largest survey into drug use in the world.  He says synthetic cannabinoids are amongst the 

most dangerous drugs on the planet.  

 

WINSTOCK: Work done by the Global Drug Survey over the last 

four years has consistently shown that you are more likely to end up in A&E having used 

synthetic cannabis products than any other drug around the world, with about 3.5% of last 

year’s users ending up in hospital - that increasing to one in eight people who had used more 

than fifty times in the last year.  And when we looked at the risks compared to natural 

cannabis, you were at least thirty times more likely to end up in A&E when you’d used 

synthetic cannabis compared to natural cannabis.  

 

VINCENT: What do these drugs do to people? 

 

WINSTOCK: Some people literally within a minute of having 

smoked will suddenly become pale, will drop to the floor and will start shaking, you know, 

uncontrollably, unconscious, may bite their tongue, may wet themselves, they have an 

epileptic fit.  Other people will start hearing voices, they will become frightened, aggressive, 

threatening and will start attacking people; they get huge levels of agitation and aggression.  

There’s been episodes of death reported, predominantly due to heart problems and kidney 
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WINSTOCK cont: problems.  People become dependent on them, and I 

think a lot of these drugs potentially have the effect to cause longer term problems on things 

like memory cognition.  But the truth is they just haven’t been around long enough for us to 

have actually done those follow up studies. 

 

VINCENT: Will this ban work? 

 

WINSTOCK: I don’t think the ban will make any difference to those 

people who are already using with a problem.  I think the ban will lead to the closure of head 

shops and over the counter sales - that’s a good thing, because I think it will reduce access 

among young people.  I think that sales to those people who are already vulnerable and using 

these drugs frequently will simply shift online.  I mean, the Global Drug Survey this year 

already found that most people in the UK were not buying their legal highs from shops, they 

were buying them online. 

 

VINCENT: How easy is it to get them online? 

 

WINSTOCK: Easy.  I’m still getting emails from manufacturers 

offering bulk quantities of these drugs. 

 

VINCENT: After the interview, Dr Winstock forwarded me an 

email that he had been sent from a Chinese company.  It was a piece of carefully targeted 

marketing – perhaps they came across his name linked to his drug work.  It asked if he was in 

the market for what were previously known as legal highs.  By coincidence the same firm had 

also been in touch with me, along with a number of other companies willing to talk on the 

phone or on skype to discuss these drugs, known by a combination of letters and numbers. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SKYPE CALL 

 

VINCENT: Hello? 

 

WOMAN: Hello. 

 

VINCENT: Do you speak English? 
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WOMAN: Hello, okay. 

 

VINCENT: Do you sell BK? 

 

WOMAN: Yes, sir. 

 

VINCENT: Are you able to send it to the UK? 

 

WOMAN: Yes, sir.  Tell me how much you need. 

 

VINCENT: Is it safe to send it? 

 

WOMAN: Yes, okay there’s no problem.  £1,200 for one kilo. 

 

VINCENT: No problem sending a kilo? 

 

ACTUALITY – SECOND SKYPE CALL IN CHINESE 

 

ACTUALITY – THIRD SKYPE CALL 

 

VINCENT: We want to send to England. 

 

MAN: England, UK?  England, right? 

 

VINCENT: Yeah. 

 

MAN: Okay, okay.  How many kilos do you need? 

 

VINCENT: I am not short of offers. Some companies are sending 

me international courier numbers to prove that their shipments are getting through to the UK. 

So it seems they are serious, they are still shipping here.  Perhaps that’s where the dealers 

who were supplying Kilo and the others I’d met in Manchester were getting their drugs from, 

but Manchester isn’t the only city with a problem. 
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ACTUALITY IN LINCOLN 

 

VINCENT: I am walking through Lincoln city centre.  There have 

been more than 800 incidents relating to so-called legal highs over the past six years here. 

Lincoln was known as a magnet for legal high use.  A fifth of all police call outs relating to 

the use of these drugs in 2014 came from here.  At the height of the problem, drug users 

would buy and use them openly in the streets.  There were queues of addicts - 20 to 30 people 

waiting in line outside shops to get high.  It is difficult to imagine.  

 

ACTUALITY – KNOCK AT DOOR 

 

VINCENT: Hello.  Hi, Ann Marie?   

 

KORVER: Yes. 

 

VINCENT: Hi, I’m Danny. 

 

KORVER: Hi. 

 

VINCENT: Nice to meet you, thank you. 

 

KORVER: Oh, it’s okay. 

  

VINCENT: Ann Marie Korver lives on the outskirts of Lincoln 

with her family.  Her younger brother, David Smith, was the first person to die from these 

drugs in Lincoln.  She remembers the person he was before his addictions.  

 

KORVER: He was the third eldest, but because of his disabilities 

and everything else, he was sort of the baby.  We all sort of looked out for him and tried to 

make sure he was all right.  He was just full of life, full of fun.  All he ever wanted growing 

up was his own family, his own children and he did achieve that - just a little bit too late for 

him I think, really. 

  



- 10 - 

VINCENT: David was a 32 year old father of four.  Ann Marie 

believes he was autistic but was undiagnosed.  She paints a picture of a vulnerable but loving 

father.  He struggled with addictions to heroin and other class A drugs.  Following extensive 

rehab, he got clean, but upon returning to Lincoln he started experimenting with drugs again - 

this time so-called legal highs. 

 

KORVER: He thought it was better than heroin or anything else 

because it is legal, it has got to be safe.  You buy it in a high street shop, it’s got to be safe.  

In the same place you get your hair done, because the place he bought it was a hairdressers. 

So people get their hair done and their nails done, buy a legal high while they are there. Why 

wouldn’t he think it’s something everybody does?  Why wouldn’t he think it’s safe? 

 

VINCENT: But it wasn’t.  David was addicted and his health was 

suffering.   

 

KORVER: The day before he died, he’d gone into a shop, he’d 

lost a lot of weight and the woman who works in the shop said that he was really struggling 

to hold his trousers up, so she gave him a belt and as he left the shop, her and one of her 

colleagues sort of says, ‘Look he doesn’t look right, I’m going to go and see if he’s okay,’ so 

they both went out.  They got him back in the shop.  She phoned him an ambulance.  He was 

then taken up to A&E.  At that point he just wasn’t with it at all.  He tried to take the drip out. 

When that didn’t work, he undid his IV line and started drinking directly from the drip 

line.  Early hours of the morning, the nurse went to the cubicle opposite David’s.  As she 

looked over she saw that David was collapsed on his bed.  The doctors came, an anaesthetist 

came, the crash team was there, they tried to revive him but nothing they could do. 

  

VINCENT: And what was it that caused his death? 

 

KORVER: The legal high that he’d taken had dropped his heart rate.  

It got to a point where everything failed - his liver, his heart, his kidneys, everything failed.  And 

I think David himself at that point had probably just had enough of not feeling well or anything 

to stop fighting himself, you know, it was maybe just easier for him just to go. 
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ACTUALITY IN LINCOLN 

 

VINCENT: The drugs that killed David Smith were purchased 

from this store in Lincoln city centre.  It is now a fabric shop.  There is nothing out of the 

ordinary here.  It sits in the sun on the corner of a wide road, a stone’s throw away from the 

high street.  David’s death in February 2015 acted as a catalyst for change in Lincoln.  On  

1
st
 April last year, Lincoln introduced a public spaces protection order, giving police new 

powers to confiscate what were then legal highs from anyone using them in the city centre. 

Lincoln became the first city in the country to implement such a ban.  It was seen as a pilot. 

Lincoln City Council reported a 27% drop in incidents relating to the drugs.  Other areas 

across the country followed suit, but the localised action didn’t stop the deaths.  The Home 

Office say there have been 444 deaths involving these drugs since 2010.  In 2014 alone, there 

were 144.  Yet according to the National Crime Survey for England and Wales, the use of 

new Psychoactive Substances is relatively small compared to other illicit drugs. Their survey 

found that less than 1% of adults used these substances compared to more than 8% who used 

traditional drugs in the last year.  But the pressure they have placed on emergency services 

appears to be huge.  Yet there is very little hard data on this. Neither ambulance services or 

accident and emergency departments are able to provide figures on the number of patients 

they see.  But this programme has gained an insight into the demands placed on the police. 

 

ACTUALITY OF POLICE SIREN 

 

ACTUALITY OF POLICE RADIO 

 

READER IN STUDIO: December 2015.  Caller has found a man on the floor 

shaking and foaming at the mouth.  They think he’s taken legal highs. 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: April 2015.  Caller says her neighbour is trying to kick 

down the door of her house.  He’s told her he’s going to hurt her.  She thinks he may have an 

axe. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: October 2015.  Paramedics calling for urgent assistance.  

The man they’ve been called to treat is running into moving traffic on a busy road. 
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VINCENT: Using a freedom of information request, we asked 

every police force in the country to provide us with details of every incident logged where the 

term legal high was used over the last three years.  Only half of the forces were able to 

provide the information, but the results were startling.  More than 15,500 incidents - that’s 

more than 100 a week. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: September 2015.  Urgent assistance required at the 

hospital.  Aggressive male is in the car park, demanding medication and threatening to kill 

staff. 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO:  June 2015.  A naked man is climbing a tree and 

screaming uncontrollably.  Caller says he is on legal highs. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: October 2015.  Urgent assistance required by the 

ambulance service.  A paramedic has been punched in the face by a woman who has taken 

legal highs. 

 

ACTUALITY OF POLICE SIREN 

 

VINCENT: The data we received, though just a snapshot, shows a 

growing pressure on police forces year on year before the ban came in.  In 2013, there were 

2,087 reports.  This rose to more than 5,000 a year later.  By 2015, there were over 8,000.   

I took our figures and reports about the drugs to Commander Simon Bray, the National Police 

Chiefs Council’s lead on New Psychoactive Substances.  

  

BRAY: Yes, they have been of great concern to us and that’s 

why we’re pleased that there is more control over them, that the Psychoactive Substances Act 

has come into being and that we’ve got more options, whether it be through arrest and 

prosecution or through notices and orders to prevent them being a problem in the way that 

they have been in the past.  We’ve been able to tell people that their shops can no longer sell 

these things.  Some people have said, ‘Well, actually that’s moving certain things out of 

sight, underground, linked in with controlled drugs.’  To a small extent that is true, but to a 

large extent a lot of these things are no long easily available and they certainly don’t have the 

cachet of being supposedly legal anymore. 
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VINCENT: Most experts I’ve spoken to agree that the availability 

has gone down since the new law came in. The Home Office say the ban has stopped more 

than 300 retailers selling these drugs and that police have made more than 180 arrests.  But I 

am still being bombarded with offers from China by email. 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The price is 1200$/kg.  Maybe you can make a trial 

order to check the quality. 

 

READER 2 IN STUDIO: Hi friend. We can ship safety package to UK, if you 

need.  Our quality is good, we can be a good supplier.  Hope you give us a chance. 

 

READER 3 IN STUDIO: Hi. We manufactured and exported with high purity 

and at a competitive price.  The main market is Korea, the USA, UK, Germany, Canada and 

Egypt.  Please give your detailed requests; I can quote the best price for you. 

 

VINCENT: I’m in touch with more than twenty companies.  One 

has even sent me a video showing their equipment and where they cook up their drugs ready 

for export.  

 

BREAKING BAD MUSIC  

 

VINCENT: This looks like something from the hit American TV 

drama, Breaking Bad, where a chemistry teacher began synthesising illegal drugs in 

makeshift labs.  The video that I have been sent is surreal.  The person taking the video 

appears to be whistling as they film shaky mobile phone footage of what looks like a lab. It’s 

high tech, but it’s filthy.  I’m looking at 100 litre flasks stacked on top of beakers.  They are 

housed in what looks like a disused building on a piece of farmland.  Brown rust is splashed 

across everything.  It’s a pretty brazen display, clearly attempting to demonstrate they have 

the capability and equipment to supply would-be dealers.  One firm in particular is persistent.  

They say it is relatively easy to get the drugs in the UK. 

 

ACTUALITY ON PHONE 

 

VINCENT: Have you sent this to England before? 
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POPPY: You mean have me sent the product to England? 

 

VINCENT: Yes. 

 

POPPY:  Yes, yes yes. 

 

VINCENT: How long does it take to arrive? 

 

POPPY: One week to two weeks, understand? 

 

VINCENT: One week to two weeks, yeah, I understand. 

 

POPPY: Yes, yes. 

 

VINCENT: Thank you. 

 

POPPY: No problem.  Bye bye. 

 

VINCENT: The sales person calling herself Poppy is keen to meet. 

She is willing to show me the range of her products. 

 

   

POPPY:  Hello. 

 

VINCENT: Hello. Is this Poppy? 

 

POPPY: Oh, you will come to Shijiazhuang on 28
th

 or 29
th

. 

 

VINCENT: Yes. 

 

POPPY:  You can come to my company.  If you are coming you 

can send a message to my We Chat. 

 

ACTUALITY IN CHINA 
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VINCENT: I’ve taken her up on the offer. I am now in China.  I 

want to find out how open this trade is.  I want to find out if my contacts know or care that 

what they are doing is now illegal in the UK.  Poppy thinks I’m a would-be importer.  I am 

planning to secretly record our conversation.  

 

ACTUALITY ON TRAIN 

 

VINCENT: I am on a busy train to the city of Shijiazhuang.  It’s an 

hour high-speed journey from Beijing.  It is the largest pharmaceutical base in China.  It is a 

city of 7 million people.  Many companies produce medicine for both domestic and 

international markets.  I have a list of chemical formulas from Poppy, the young saleswoman 

I have been speaking to online. It is all presented as being very above board.  The products 

have abbreviated chemical names, strings of letters and numbers.  It’s like they are selling 

any commodity.  But I still don’t know if I am dealing with chemists or criminals. The 

confusion over the law here makes it hard to tell.  We’re going to meet in a public place, a 

fixer has already checked it out so I can make an excuse and leave if things go badly.  

 

ACTUALITY OF MEETING 

 

VINCENT: Are you Poppy? 

 

POPPY: Sorry, you wait me so long time. 

 

VINCENT: It’s okay. 

 

ACTUALITY - CAR DOOR SLAMS 

 

VINCENT: Poppy is a fresh graduate.  She is dressed in business 

attire - not what I was expecting from a drug trafficker.  

 

ACTUALITY – POPPY SPEAKING IN CHINESE IN TAXI 

 

VINCENT: I am taken into a private room of a dimly lit café. 

Poppy is about to introduce me to her boss, Mr Wang.  
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ACTUALITY IN MEETING ROOM 

 

POPPY: This is my boss, Mr Wang.  

 

VINCENT: Hello, good to meet you.  Where should I sit? 

Mr Wang barely stands up to greet me.  He sits hunched in a chair.  He is dressed casually in 

a checked shirt.  I’m told that he used to make bicycles, but he’s got into the drug trade.  He 

is going to show me samples of what he is offering to smuggle into the UK.  

So you’ve got three bags of different products.  They’re all white, and one is a crystal 

structure, and Mr Wang is taking out other products here. 

 

POPPY: The price is 1,200 but customers always buy this one 

because this one is more stronger.  

 

VINCENT: There are around ten see through plastic pouches on 

the table.  Each one is filled with a different product.  Some look like rocks and they are 

almost white.  Others look like tiny clear crystals. They must be worth in excess of £20,000.  

Some are stronger than heroin, and these are just the samples.   

Have you sent this to England before? 

 

POPPY:  Yes.  We send this one to Britain and the purity is, how 

you say?  

 

VINCENT: You’ve got it written here 99.3%. 

 

POPPY: Yes.  And I send by this company. 

 

VINCENT: Fedex? 

 

POPPY:  Yes.   

 

VINCENT: When it gets to England, is it safe? 

 

POPPY:  It’s safe, yes. 
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VINCENT: Some of these products are illegal in England. 

 

POPPY: We will change the name on the carton.  Do you 

understand? 

 

VINCENT: So you’ll change the name on the carton? 

 

POPPY:  Yes, yes. 

 

VINCENT: Okay, so then no one knows what it is.  

 

POPPY: Yes. 

 

VINCENT: Have you done this before? 

 

POPPY: We always do that. 

 

VINCENT: She is offering to disguise the contents of the packages 

with false labels.  I am shown the product that I enquired about, the synthetic cannabinoid 

used in Spice or Mamba. It’s this that has been causing mayhem on the streets of the UK.  I 

am told this is a newer version of the drug, one that gets around even Chinese law.  

 

ACTUALITY LEAVING MEETING 

 

VINCENT: Thank you for your help.  Okay, which way shall we 

go? 

 

ACTUALITY ON STREET 

 

VINCENT: I have finished the meeting and I have phoned my 

producer in the UK to let her know that I’m safe. The meeting was bizarre. They were talking 

about shipping huge quantities of drugs just then.  It’s drug smuggling, but the law makes it 

quite confusing.  They didn’t look like criminals, but all the drugs I saw in that room were 

illegal in the UK.   
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VINCENT: I have decided to order a small sample of Spice from 

two providers, including Poppy. They cost around £76 for 10 grams. 

 

ACTUALITY IN OFFICE 

 

VINCENT: I am back in the UK and the first package has arrived.  

It has been sent by Fedex.  It’s in a bubble wrapped envelope. It seems there were no 

problems at all getting it through the post.  It’s quite tightly packed. Underneath all these 

layers of wrapping there’s a white flask-like container and the documents that come with it 

say that it is a water filter.  I can’t actually get into it.  Whatever is inside here, it is really 

well hidden.   

 

ACTUALITY IN LAB 

 

CAIN: We have three labs within this building which are just 

for illicit drug analysis.  This is our main lab, where we look at powders and tablets mainly. 

 

VINCENT: Throughout our research for this programme, we’ve 

been consulting experts about the feedback we were getting from China.  One of them is 

Peter Cain from LGC Forensics. I’ve come to his lab, where they do police analysis of seized 

drugs.  He has looked at the drugs that we have purchased.  There is a distinct smell of 

cannabis in the air and there are large bags of cocaine and pills being tested by his team. 

 

CAIN: So this is actually your powder and as you can see it’s 

sort of an off white coloured fine powder.  This one in the UK and in Europe is known as 

NM2201. 

 

VINCENT: So this is a synthetic cannabinoid? 

 

CAIN: Yes, that’s the class it would fall under. 

 

VINCENT: What can you tell me about the purity of this 

substance? 
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CAIN: The testing that we’ve done has shown very little other 

components.  There are some, so I would guess this is in excess of 95% pure, what you have 

got here.  

 

VINCENT: How strong do you think a drug like this is compared 

to typical cannabis? 

 

CAIN: Because this is a fairly new chemical, there’s not a 

great deal of research been done on it. Some papers suggest that you need as little as 2 to 10 

milligrams of this powder to give you a high, so that is a very, very small amount.  Also, if 

you look at something like cannabis, this is stronger than the Tetrahydrocannabinol, which is 

the main psychoactive ingredient, so in my opinion this does appear as if it’s stronger.  The 

toxicity of some of these things can be that you only need those small amounts for it to be 

toxic and to kill someone, so it’s a gamble.  

 

VINCENT: The other sample duly arrived too, seemingly 

unchecked by Customs.  We spent around £150 on our two packages.  They have a street 

value of around £4,000.  That’s some mark-up and this perhaps explains why the trade isn’t 

going away.  We asked the lab to dispose of the drugs safely.  Before the new legislation was 

passed, the Home Affairs Select Committee warned that it wouldn’t be enough to stop the 

supply. James Berry MP sits on the committee. 

 

BERRY: It was expected that the legislation would result in head 

shops being closed down so the drugs wouldn’t be so easily accessible, but I think it was 

always recognised that it’s very difficult for a piece of British legislation to stop anything 

being sold from abroad, and you have to tackle it when it comes into the country, and tackle it 

when it is being possessed and supplied in the UK.   

 

VINCENT: It seems that the UK piece of legislation wouldn’t be 

enough to stop the global production and demand of these drugs. 

 

BERRY: You can’t actually prevent someone producing and 

selling something from abroad if they never set foot on UK soil and it’s the job of the Border 

Force and Customs to prevent it coming into the country and then the police to stop it being 
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BERRY cont: sold if it does manage to get through the net.  There are 

still unscrupulous people abroad who are willing to sell Novel Psychoactive Substances on 

the internet from the safety of a website hosted in a different country.  There are occasions 

when the Border Force and Customs won’t be able to intercept those drugs for whatever 

reason.  The Border Force and Customs need to redouble their efforts. 

  

VINCENT: We asked the National Crime Agency how many 

seizures border staff had made since the ban. They told us that they had confiscated just 44 

shipments since May.  The multinational courier company, Fedex, said it did not tolerate the 

use of its networks for sending illegal shipments.  We put our findings to Simon Bray at the 

National Police Chiefs Council. 

    

BRAY: I’d be interested to know which particular websites you 

were going to in relation to that.  That’s all now an offence, of course, importing substances. 

It’s an offence to sell them in the country, it’s an offence to distribute them amongst your 

friends, and as and when we identify where these substances are coming from, we can take 

action to deal with them.  I mean, it’s the same problem in relation to controlled drugs. We 

know that the UK has got a large supply of heroin and cocaine from abroad.  An awful lot of 

good work is done to stem that particular flow and to reduce the availability, and that’s the 

way we’re going to operate in relation to psychoactive substances too.  I don’t think we’ll 

ever have 100% secure borders in relation to packets of white powder coming in from 

another country, it’s never going to be 100% watertight, but there’s a lot of effort going in 

and certainly all the law enforcement agencies and other enforcement agencies are very much 

geared to preventing it as far as possible. 

 

VINCENT: The question is, just how feasible is it to stop the flow, 

given that Daniel Dudek from Europol says it’s low risk and high profits.   

 

DUDEK: If you are criminals, why should you risk everything 

taking the stuff from South America, like cocaine, paying all the distributors, the middlemen 

etc, if you can just take the stuff, ready product, and you risk nothing possibly. 

 

VINCENT: So this is the future of drugs? 
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DUDEK: For me the world will go in this direction.  Maybe the 

traditional drugs like heroin and cocaine will stay, but will be more and more really synthetic 

stimulants on the market. 

 

VINCENT: How can we stop these products from getting into the 

UK? 

 

DUDEK: [Laughs]  Yeah, this is like discussion on the question 

the same how we can stop the drug market at all, so I cannot find the right answer.  We are 

trying to put our best efforts of law enforcement and we still got the drugs on the street, so I 

cannot answer as a police officer how we can stop those businesses in the United Kingdom.  I 

think that if the criminals will see the other possible form which can generate the money, they 

will go for that.   My answer for this moment is, it’s hard to say how we can stop it. 

 

VINCENT: The Home Office told us that minister Sarah Newton 

was not available for an interview. They did not respond to the specific points we raised, but 

sent a statement saying: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Psychoactive Substances Act is sending out a clear 

message.  This Government will take whatever action is necessary to keep our families and 

communities safe.  These drugs are not legal, they are not safe and we will not allow them to 

be sold in this country. 

 

VINCENT: To make good on that pledge will require the 

cooperation of China, according to James Berry. 

 

BERRY: The only real way is to persuade other governments at 

a diplomatic level to crack down on the production of Novel Psychoactive Substances and on 

the websites from which they are supplied into the UK.  That’s what now needs to be tackled, 

and I’m sure that’s what the Government is now working on. 

 

VINCENT: Do you think the Chinese will listen to our concerns? 
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BERRY: I would have thought that any country, which has an 

issue where drugs are being produced and sold into another country where they’re banned, 

would want to listen to the government of that country in order to try and crack down on the 

supply of something which is illegal in the UK. 

 

VINCENT: We asked the Chinese embassy in London what their 

government was doing to try to curb the production and export of these products.  Our 

requests went unanswered.  But when I returned to the UK, we contacted Poppy and the other 

supplier and asked them why they were importing drugs into a country where they were 

illegal.  Neither responded, but during our meeting in China, I asked Poppy why she had 

chosen this line of work. 

When you first started this job, did you know what products you were selling? 

 

POPPY:  I don’t know the effect of these products. 

 

VINCENT: Do you know the effects now? 

 

POPPY: My manager knows this very well. 

 

VINCENT: Okay. 

 

POPPY:  So he told me. 

 

VINCENT: What do you think of it? 

 

POPPY:  I think this is a good way to earn money [laughs].  

 

VINCENT: A good way to earn money - that’s not set to change. 

And this investigation has shown that while that’s the case, the trade in these drugs is likely 

to continue. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

 


