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Objective and scope
• THE OBJECTIVE OF THIS TOOL is to have a training
methodology on the central aspects of an early warning
system on drugs (EWS), aimed at the national drug
observatories (NDOs) of the OAS member states that
need to implement and/or strengthen their EWS.
• Introductory module: General aspects
• Module 1: Detection
• Module 2: Characterization and evaluation
• Module 3: Emission of an alert
• Module 3 : Actions taken, advice, and monitoring

Modules’ objectives
Focus on the relevant actions of each stage: objective
and methodologies
Identify involved parties: agencies - sources of
information - and responsibilities
Specify the critical aspects* of each stage of the
process, focusing on the object of the EWS
Assemble a specific glossary of key terms and
concepts
* Identified according to countries experience in the design and implementation of an EWS, included in the document Status
of the EWS in Latin American and Caribbean Countries.

How will it be implemented?
In two consecutive online training days - 2 hours each:
Day 1 - Introductory module and Module 1: Detection
Day 2 - Modules 2, 3 and 4: Characterization and evaluation;
Emission of an alert; Actions taken, advice and monitoring
At the end of each module there are exercises and guiding
questions that will help in the training process
Course organization: training workshop with time for questions
and comments.
Participant’s profile: NDO professionals, EWS coordinators,
delegates of parties that will be the sources of information
and/or EWS members, interested officials.

INTRODUCTORY MODULE
GENERAL ASPECTS

1) Why is it important for a country or region to have
an early warning system on drugs?
•

• Because it is the appropriate methodological tool to produce timely and reliable evidence on the
most dynamic aspects of the drug phenomenon today: the constant synthesis of new
psychoactive substances (NPS), the emergence of drugs and problems associated with drug use
and drug trafficking.
• Because it is the mechanism that allows early detection of possible threats.
• Because it is the mechanism that allows a quick risk characterization and assessment of threats.

• Because it is the mechanism that can emit alerts and timely messages based on evidence, to
population groups that are at risk or to institutions that can prevent, mitigate or counteract such
risks.
• Because it is the best way in which different institutions can join efforts to improve monitoring
capacity of key indicators, agreeing on rapid communication mechanisms between them in
order to identify threats early and provide the necessary information and advice to act quickly.
• Because it is an important way to participate in the international community of experts on the
subject, benefiting from the latest technology and knowledge through exchange and
participation in regional support and training programs on the subject.

2) Differences and similarities between a drug information
network and an early warning system
• Organization: network of institutions // system with a common
purpose
• Objective: diagnostic // fast detection to assess risks and issue alerts
• Scope of analysis: broad characterizations, inputs for evaluation //
targeted monitoring, input for alerts
• Phenomena under study : stable, national scope // can be
ephemeral and localized
• Organizational requirements: formal or informal inter-institutional
agreements // formal agreements, operating protocols
• Products: national or regional reports // alerts and specific reports

NDO’s role in DINs and EWS
• Coordination
• Define key indicators and identify sources of
information
• Define an analysis strategy
• Evaluate the condition of the information: operational
definitions, production methodology, conditions of
validity and reliability, periodicity, scope (national or
local), to guide pertinent modifications.
• Disseminate information

How are DINs and EWS linked?
• In general, the DIN exists before the EWS, therefore, it PROVIDES the EWS with
information sources and knowledge about indicators and methodologies
• Many SOURCES OF INFORMATION from the DIN will also be part of the EWS
• Ideally, BOTH of them work and increase the dialogue between stakeholders
• It is important NOT to CONFUSE their purposes

EXERCISE 1
• If your country already has a DIN, what information
sources may also be part of the EWS?
• Should the way in which the information is
delivered or shared be modified, taking into account
the periodicity, the territorial reference, and the
characteristics of the information?
• For the implementation of the EWS, will it be
necessary to identify a new person or area to act as
focal point for the EWS?

3) Definition and main aspects of an
early warning system on drugs.
Early Warning System
Consists of an inter-institutional network of key actors that generate and exchange information in order to:

1.
2.
3.
4.

DETECT threats early (NPS and/or emerging substances and/or emerging drug phenomena)
ASSESS the risks related to substance use and exposure
ISSUE alerts
Design effective responses

DETECTION OF
POSSIBLE THREAT

CHARACTERIZATION
AND EVALUATION

EMISSIONT OF ALERT

RESPONSE
FOLLOW-UP

Index of included topics :
a) General objectives of EWS
 Maintain active surveillance on NPS, emerging drugs and associated phenomena, in the area of:
• Epidemiology: use patterns
• Health: acute poisoning or health problems (morbidity and mortality)
• Production and trafficking: seizures

b) Main activities to guarantee surveillance for detection of
possible threats, to activate and coordinate the characterization
and evaluation process, and to issue the alert.
c) Define the coordination and roles
d) Importance of a regulatory framework in the establishment
The EWS is a way of knowing, investigating, systematizing,
analyzing, and informing. It is a process with challenges and is
permanently changing.

4) Sources of Information  stakeholders
EWS surveillance and main indicators
Epidemiology
New use patterns

Health

Productions and trafficking

Poisonings
Users with acute episodes of illness
linked to psychoactive substances
(PAS)

NPS
New adulterants and / or diluents

Overdoses
Deaths from overdose or poisoning

International trafficking seizures
Local trafficking seizures
Samples taken from the streets, ready for
consumption
Samples submitted by users

Synthesis-production: It includes the processes of sowing and cultivation of substances of natural origin, and the processes of extraction, synthesis, preparation, refining,
transformation, adulteration and packaging. This is in article 1 subsections n) and t) of the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961.
Large-scale commercialization: includes supply, delivery, illicit trafficking of chemical precursors and adulterants and any type of commercial operation involving substances on a
national or international level.
Retail commercialization: includes supply, delivery and any type of smaller-scale operation, and distribution to users.
[1]

Main sources of information of an EWS
Indicator

Sources of infomation

New use patterns

-Treatment centers
-Drug users
-Damage and risk reduction programs
-Assistance telephone networks
-Research programs (NDO, Universities, NGO)
-Shelters
-Attention programs for persons deprived of liberty
-Toxicological and general emergency services AND specialized health services

Poisoned users
Users with acute episodes of illness linked to PAS

-Toxicological and general emergency services
-Specialized health services
-Research programs (NDO, Universities, NGO)

Overdoses
Toxicological analysis of biological samples in usual
follow-ups
Deaths from overdose or poisoning
NPS
New adulterants and / or diluents
International and local traffic seizures

-Research programs
-Public offices responsible for toxicological analysis
-Forensic laboratories
-General emergency services
-Forensic laboratories
-Forensic laboratories that perform drug analysis
-Prosecutor’s Office
-Specific research programs
-Police / Security forces
-Customs

Local production of drugs
Samples taken from the streets, ready for
consumption

-Police / Security forces

Samples submitted by users

-Drug users

Main tasks to perform related to sources of information:
• Reach out and invite them to participate in the EWS.
• Characterize the way in which the stakeholder produces and systematizes the
information that will be of interest to the EWS, assess whether adjustments
need to be made, and assess whether it is possible to do so.
• Establish the minimum elements for the detection of possible threats (standard
and shared criteria), which can be discussed by the different organizations
involved, according to experts’ evaluation.
• Characterize other aspects of the stakeholder: legal limits, safeguards, etc.
• Identify the specific area or program of interest within the institution or
organization and define who will be the point of contact for the EWS.
• Attend training on the operation of an EWS: information flows, modality, point
of contact.

In summary….
• Stablishing an EWS means developing inter-institutional
relationships of trust, respect, and professionalism.
• There is always an agreement, between what is needed
originally and what can be provided and shared.
• The funcioning of the EWS is a process in permanent
construction, and because of this, it requires a long term
overview, towards the general objetive.

NOT EVERYTHING IS A NOTIFICATION (POSSIBLE THREAT)
AND NOT EVERYTING IS A THREAT

EXERCISE 2

• Make a list of the institutions, organizations, and groups from
your country or region according to the EWS principal indicators.
• With your focal point, evaluate how the information is being
recorded, which will be the object for surveillance in the EWS.
• Does the focal points and/or institutions know about the EWS? Do
they know the importance of EWS and how it functions?
• Will it be necessary to convene a meeting to present the EWS?
• Establish the periodicity of the EWS meetings and methods.

DETECTION
MODULE 1

SURVEILLANCE  DETECTION and NOTIFICATION 
DESCRIPTION AND EVALUATION ISSUE ALERT
• The detection of a possible threat and the internal comunication to the EWS is defined as
notification, is a step of extreme importance, what is NOT notified, what is NOT detected, will
NOT be evaluated and there won’t be an alert for the case.
• At the same time, it has to be considered that NOT EVERYTHING SHOULD BE NOTIFIED.

In these phase the role of the institutions and key actors is central – information sources –
because in their registry process and systematization of indicators, it will be possible to detect a
potential threat.
• The role of the EWS coordination is to work with the institutions to achieve these processes:
 Training
 Exchange of information and criteria

 Formalization of the warning process

To detect or identify a posible threat or finding (NPS,
emerging drugs or associated trend) it’s necessary to:

1. Define what type of trend (simple or complex) must be
monitored.
2. Determine the characteristics – qualitative and
quantitative- of that trend is an indicator of a new risk or
hazard for public health, which means to define standard
criteria that will be shared by the institutions.
3. Provide apropiate methodological and technical
conditions to monitor, systematize, and evaluate the
necessary information.

1) In the definition of the trend  it is important to define
what is going to be monitored to find possible threats and being
able to notify:
• Seized drugs: the volume by type of drug and destination
(internal or external).
• Drugs for direct consumption: Street samples or samples
provided by drug users (comercialization).
• Data form chemical characterization analysis of drugs.
• Drug use patterns: involved substances.
• People with drug intoxication.
• Users with overdose episodes.
• Results from toxicological analyisis of biological samples from
regular checks in different populations: drivers, workers, etc.
• Deaths by overdose and/or drug intoxications.
• Chemical precursors: production and comercialization by type
and volume.

2) In the definition of the indicator of risk or hazard for public health, the reference
to time and place is central, because it relates to the novel criteria, or new for the
context (place and time). Ultimately, what is considered as a possible threat and will
give rise to a notification:
• To qualitative and quantitative changes in known trends;
• To the appearence of several events – drugs, precursors, new combinations, acute
episodes of a disease, new paths – not known – in that particular time and place-, that
is to say, events that have not been evaluated or characterized yet, but could result as
a possible threat.
-

Seized drugs (national and international trafficking): increases in volume or new drugs…

-

Drugs for direct consumption (commercialization): increases, new drugs, new zones…

-

Results of the analysis of chemical characterization of drugs: NPS, new adulterants or changes in those adulterants, purity
levels…

-

Drug use patterns: new drugs or new combinations, unusual increase in certain zones…

-

People intoxicated with drugs: new drugs, new combinations, new demographic profiles, new health effects…

-

Drug users with overdose episodes: appearance of new drugs and/or new combinations in case follow-ups…

-

Results from toxicological analysis of biological samples from regular checks in different populations: drivers, workers, etc.

-

Deaths by overdose and/or drug intoxications.

3) In methodological conditions: meaning, the conditions in which the
trend is registered, sistematized, and analized, it is important to:

• Have an acceptable coverage of the cases and
events to record: extent of the territory of
reference for the information.
• Have the appropriate technical resources:
technology and human resources trained to record
the information that responds to the object of
monitoring.

For the three phases, it is important to train and sensibilize the professionals and technicians in the
observation and search of NPS, emergent drugs and associated trends…
You cannot find what is not looked-out for!
All in all, the capacity of an EWS to detect a posible threat will depend on:
 The quantity of information sources that are incorporated to the system,
 The commitment from the information sources to perform surveillance of the information that has been prioritized for the EWS,
 The quality of the methodology that the information sources have to collect, sistematize, and analyze the information,
 The quality of the trained and sensitized human resources in observation and search of NPS, emerging drugs and associated trends,
 How fast and accurate is the delivery of information (posible threat) to the EWS.

This phase concludes with the detection of a possible threat
and notification, or communicated to the EWS about this
event or finding, so it could be evaluated.

Who makes the communication? How to communicate a possible threat
to the EWS ?
• The designated person as a EWS focal point, and representative of the information source where
the detection was produced.
• The notification must be communicated as soon as posible, to guarantee the evaluation process
in short time, so that the alert fulfils the requiremen tof being early (in the case that it should be
issued).
• The communication is made to the Coordination of the EWS, according to an established
mechaNism:





Web platform
Periodical meetings
SpontaneOus communications
Refer to report protocols (Anex 5 y 6 COPOLAD Manual)

Possible Threat = potentially risky event = finding
In the EWS when the possible threat or event are commnicated to the Coordination of the EWS
and/or the entire network, it is considered a notification there must be a risk assesment and
charaterization.

EXERCISE 3

• According to the information sources incorporated
by the EWS and its surveillance systems, perform a
hypothetical excercise about the type of threat that
could be detected and its indicators.
• Conduct a pilot excercise with each information
source, evaluate it according to the indicators of
possible threats.

CHARACTERIZATION AND
EVALUATION
MODULE 2

SURVEILLANCE  DETECTION AND NOTIFICATION 
CHARACTERIZATION AND EVALUATION  ISSUE ALERT
One of the functions of the Coordination of the EWS is:
Establish the mulitidisciplinary group for characterization and evaluation of posible threats (notified case)
Expert Group
Who are the members of the Expert Group?
• The experts from the information sources of the EWS are members of the Expert Group,

• Other experts, that are convened and consulted for specific topics.
How does it work?
•

When a notification is produced the Expert Group is activated and certain disciplines are considered for participation,
according to the nature of the notification: experts in the chemical composition of drugs, health experts, production
experts, drug trafficking experts, social behavior experts, etc.

•

Other external experts can be incorporated.

•

The expert group is activated when it is necessary to know and characterize the possible threat and evaluate the risk to
take a decision about issuing an alert.

•

The coordination or the EWS is responsible for summoning the expert group, collecting and sistematizing the
information that is produced or found; ensuring the information exchange and defining the common spaces (virtual or in
person), for the joint anaylisis of the risk and decision making towards the issuing of an alert.

Characterization of a possible threat  extend and deepen the
initial information  Risk assessment
• Risk for the user’s health, with death risk or severe harm:
pharmacological and toxicological action, psychological effects
and behavioral effects, possible undesirable consequences, etc.
• Risk for the people that could be exposed to the substances (for
example: people involved in the tasks of surveillance and drug
seizures).
• Risk for specific vulnerable population: place of residency – in
case of new trafficking routes -, probability of consumption – in
case of a new consumption pattern -, health conditions – if the
damage due to the use of an X drug is higher in people with preexisting conditions of diseases-, etc.
Criteria (7) to evaluate the risk of a threat or finding.

It is important to…
• Identify specific population at risk to guide the issuing of an alert.
• Identify the risk – if it is about drug use, or a new form of use; if it is risk of exposure and in what
way it is presented – to elaborate the content of the alert.
• The characterization and evaluation of a possible threat must be done immediately, considering
that if there is a health risk for the population, the alert must be issued as soon as possible 
 You must consider variables of time and place, the possible threat or finding to analyze, must be
situated in the time and place and if the risk has as reference or time limit. For example: the appearance
of a new pill in the micro drug market, occurred in the X month of the X year in the neighborhood, city,
region X.
 Implies the use of scientific evidence, expert opinion, international experience about similar situations
and the potential harm that can result.
 The information sent by a laboratory may not be complete, but it will be enough to state the presence
of a NPS or emerging drug, which presents a high risk if consumed – at least for the group that is at risk.

Results from this phase: If there is a threat  issue alert
No threat  record it, and continue monitoring

EXERCISE 4

• Identify the professionals who will be part of the
Expert Group, establish a dialogue with them on the
objectives of the Group.
• Identify national and international experts who do
not belong to the EWS member institutions, but
who may be consulted; establish contact to
expedite the dialogue when a threat arises.

ISSUE ALERT
MODULE 3

SURVEILLANCE  DETECTION and NOTIFICATION 
CHARACTERIZATION and EVALUATION  ISSUE ALERT
SUBSTANTIVE FACT OF THE EWS, REASON OF ITS EXISTENCE AND DECISIVE MOMENT.
• Define who will make the decision

Relevance of EWS coordination at this time

CENTRAL ROLE OF COORDINATION
•

Articulate and triangulate all information collected

Ensure the expert group evaluation instances

•

Optimize resources and time

Provide institutional and political coverage to the operation of EWS

•

Safeguard the confidentiality of information when necessary

•

Always keep in mind that the EWS is a long-term process of daily maintenance.

Promote consensus among EWS members and avoid harmful disruptions

RELEVANCE OF SCIENTIFIC EVIDENCE IN DECISION MAKING AND WARNING DESIGN
•

Consider the time and space reference of the threat

•

Ensure that all points of view (multidisciplinary) have been considered in the search for and production of evidence

IMPORTANCE OF POLITICAL-INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT FOR THE EWS
•

to have the human and financial resources for the actions that will be promoted

•

to answer the demands for attention, information and other demands that will increase in response to the alert

•

To achieve a seamless official discourse regarding communication and the actions to be implemented in relation to it.

RELEVANCE OF HOW THE ALERT WILL BE DESIGNED AS A COMMUNICATION EVENT.
•

Seek expert support for the design of the communication

Ensure that the message reaches the recipient

The characterization of the possible threat will provide information that
will be of great importance when deciding to issue an alert on it:
• What the threat is about: NSP, emerging drug or a related phenomenon (new consumption
pattern, new adulterant, significant change in purity level, new route or modality of traffic,
serious fatal and non-fatal events or set of adverse events from a health viewpoint).
• In which place (neighborhood, city, region) it is manifested.
• With what magnitude and extension it manifests itself.
• What is the population at risk: group of drug users in general or of one in particular, drug users
who get their supplies from a particular point of sale (area, internet/dark web), general
population, health professionals from primary care, general or toxicological emergency rooms,
treatment centers and outpatient treatment programs, chemical industries, control and
enforcement agencies in border or internal areas, law enforcement, marketing and merchandise
transfer agencies, electronic party organizers, alcohol sellers, etc.
• The risk assessment of these threats or findings will provide specifications of the serious adverse
health effects (risk of death or serious injury) that consumption or exposure would produce.
• Types of ALERTS: Restricted to some institutions or actors (which may be EWS members and/or
others) or Public.

COMMUNICATIONAL EVENT:
SENDER  MESSAGE  RECEIVER
 CHANNEL

•

In the functioning of the EWS, the only thing that is invariable is the sender, because it is the coordination of the SAT
(with other agencies or alone, it will depend on each EWS)

The Alert is the message, the content and therefore will be different according to the case.
The message is transmitted through a channel, which is the physical medium through which a communicative act is carried
out (it can be oral or written and its different forms)
The receiver of the message is also variable and we will be denominating them the recipient.
The function of communication in the EWS can be:

Informative: the sender seeks to provide information about an event,
Influencial: the sender intends to influence the receiver to do something or act in a certain way
Although the previous scheme is linear, since the receiver is not a passive subject, but active in the communication, the
structure is useful to think about the emission of the alert. It is important not to lose sight of the fact that for the recipient
to be a receiver, the message must be effective.

It is important to have the support of experts in communication design for the product to be effective and of quality.
For the recipient to be truly receiver of the message

EXERCISE 5

• Establish and strengthen dialogue with senior policy
officials in the areas of health, education, security,
and others, to inform them about the objective of
EWS and the importance of issuing alerts.
• Identify the professionals or technicians who can
help in the design of the communication of the
alerts, establish alliances with universities.

IMPLEMENTED ACTIONS:
CONSULTATION AND
FOLLOW-UP
MODULE 4

The alert has been issued with the objective of appealing to the
population (social groups and institutions) to carry out prevention, care
and harm-reduction actions.

• The main action of the EWS generation of a registration
system for identified threats, which will be monitored,
supervised and controlled by the competent bodies.
• If it is a EWS  must be controlled by law enforcement
agencies and incorporated into the lists of controlled
substances.
• In the follow-up  establish a system of communication
between the various bodies involved so that all institutions
can access up-to-date information on new threats.

Target audiences, expected attitudes and actions

What can the EWS do?
• Advise the corresponding authorities on the differential contents of the alerts in their diffusion.
• Advise the authorities on the actions that should accompany the emission of the alerts
according to the different addressees.
• Propose a monitoring scheme on the impact of these measures and actions.

What does the EWS need to establish a monitoring scheme on the
impact of the measures and actions that accompany the issuance
of the alerts?
• Have the technical capacity and human resources available to do
so  build alliances with universities that can lead this process.
• To strengthen itself as a stable, reliable, multidisciplinary system
with a clear strategic objective.
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