Journal of Molecular and Pharmaceutical |
Sciences Vol. 01, N°02 (02) ] M(;

Psychotropic drugs consumption during
COVID 19 lockdown

S. Tehami, *-%, R. Djaafar?, M.C. Benfetima?, S. Boudechich?, S. Laib?, S.
Bourass?, S. Kamas?, F.Z Madouil*, M.H Belmahi?

1 Faculty of medicine. University Constantine 3
Constantine 25000, Algeria
2Faculty of medicine. University Badji Mokhtar Annaba,
Annaba 23000, Algeria
3 The intermediate centre of care in addictology, Zouaghi-Constantine
Constantine 25000, Algeria
4 Specialized hospital (EHS) in psychiatry Dr Mahmoud Belamri, Constantine
Constantine, Algeria

Abstract. In order to determine the impact of the pandemic on the
consumption of psychotropic drugs during the COVID19 lockdown, a
prospective, descriptive, cross-sectional and multicentric study was car-
ried out among 110 drug addicts from two centers in Constantine city in
the North East of Algeria. The studied population was predominantly
male (96%), aged 20 to 29 years (54%). The most used substances were:
tobacco (87.2%), pregabalin (84.4%), cannabis (81.7%) and tramadol
(68.8%). Tobacco is the most consume substance; it is also the most in-
haled legal substance in the world. For cannabis, the most widely used
substance in the world, neither prohibition nor containment has a sig-
nificant effect on trafficking networks or consumption of this drug. Con-
cerning the pregabalin and tramadol, their use has increased, especially
among adolescents, due to a legal void in the management of psychotropic
drugs. During the confinement, 44.54% of the subjects have increased
their consumption frequency. Psychological factors specific to Covid-19
seem to be involved. The main disorders reported were anxiety (68%), in-
somnia (54.9%), nervousness (47.3%), stress (40.7%), aggression (30.8%)
and depression (18.7%). Despite the closing of the frontiers, the supply of
illicit drugs could continue during the lockdown, the maritime transport.
In conclusion, the negative impact of confinement on the mental health
of addicts people calls for better care for these drugs abusers.
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1 Introduction

Since the beginning of 2020, the covid-19 pandemic has a considerable impact
on stress and anxiety levels, especially among drug users. In addition to the
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pandemic itself, the measures generated, the economic crisis caused weigh heav-
ily on the mental health of this marginalized population most of whom live in
precarious living conditions. This context is particularly conducive to the devel-
opment and reinforcement of addictive behaviours related to the consumption of
psychoactive substances, which are products that act on the state of the central
nervous system by modifying certain biochemical and physiological brain pro-
cesses. The objective of this work is to study the consumption of psychoactive
substances during the covid-19 pandemic.

2 Patient and Methods

This work is a prospective descriptive, cross-sectional and multicentric study con-
ducted in two centers in the city of Constantine (North East od Algeria). The
intermediate centre of care in addictology (CISA) of Zouaghi Slimane (EPSP
Bachir Mentouri, Algeria) and the specialized hospital (EHS) in psychiatry of
Djebel El Ouahch (Algeria). It was conducted over a period of 5 months from
April to August of the year 2021. The survey was carried out among 110 sub-
jects consulting for follow-up and treatment of drug addiction and psychiatric
disorders, with an age higher than 15 years, of both sexes (male and female). An
individual face-to-face interview with the patients was assisted by psychiatrists
at the emergency unit of the psychiatric Center (CISA) of Constantine. The
questionnaire permit us to subdivide the answer into 4 parts allowing a descrip-
tion of the socio-demographic characteristics (age, sex, education level, marital
status). Medical and psychiatric history (psychiatric and somatic comorbidities).
Information on drug use (drugs used, age, reason for first use and frequency of
use). The last part of questionnaire is exclusively dedicated to the collection of
information related to the impact of the pandemic on the use of psychoactive
substances and on addictive behavior. Free, informed, written consent was ob-
tained for all subjects participating in this study. A statistical study was carried
out using SPSS software (trial version).

3 Results

3.1 Data on substance use

Drugs consumed Table 1 shows the percentages of consumers of different psy-
choactive substances; after Tobacco, Cannabis (81.7% of consumers) and Pre-
gabalin (84.4% of consumers) represent the most consumed psychotropic sub-
stances, followed by Tramadol (68.8% of consumers) and benzodiazepines (45.9%
of consumers).

Frequency of use As shown in figure 1; more than 87% of drug addicts are
over users, 8.18% are regular users and only 4.54% are occasional users.
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Table 1. consumption rate of psychoactive substances among drug addicts (% of the
studied population)

Drug consummation rate

Alcohol 22,9%

Cannabis 81,7%

Coca’ine 10,1%

Morphine 1,8%

Ecstasy 29,4%

Tramadol 68,8%

Pregabalin 84,4%

Parkidyl 5,5%

Benzodiazepines 45,9%

Tobacco 87,2%
four or more timeas aweek
onetothres times aweek
ancea morth

1 20 4 5 7 100

Fig.1. Frequency of psychotropic drug use.

3.2 Social and psychosocial characteristics of consumption
Age and sex of user: 54% of the drug addicts consulted are between 20 and

29 years old, the majority (96.36%) are men.

Education level: Most (56%) of the addicts dropped out of school in college,
26% in high school and 4% in elementary school. However, 14% of the consulted
addicts are university students.

Family status: Single people represent 87% of the interviewed subjects, mar-
ried 9% and divorced 4%.

Age and reason for first use: The following diagram (figure 2) shows that
44.5% of the addicts started taking psychotropic drugs during adolescence, pre-
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cisely between 15 and 18 years of age, while for 31.8%, the beginning of con-
sumption occurred at an age higher than 18 years.

0-15years 15-18 years »LEyears

Fig. 2. Age of first use of psychotropic drugs

Figure 3 indicates that in the majority of cases tried psychotropic drugs for
the first time in search of pleasure (23%) or just out of curiosity (22%), while
19% did so to relieve stress or to forget a pain (17%).

" pleasure

B curiosity

u stress
pain

others(poverty, family
issues..)

Fig. 3. Reasons for consumption of psychotropic drugs

Comorbidity 20% of these subjects have psychiatric comorbidity with mainly
squizophrenia, depression and anxiety disorders (Figure 4).
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Fig. 4. Psychiatric disorders associated with psychotropic drug use

3.3 Psychotropic substance use during the pandemic

Frequency of use: In the figure below (figure 5), 44.54% of the subjects in-
creased their frequency of psychotropic drug intake during the period of confine-
ment while 35.45% of the drug addicts interviewed reported no change.

® increasedfrequency
= decreased fraquency

inchanged freguancy

Fig.5. frequency of use during COVID 19 lockdown.

Drug availability: 70% of the interviewed drug users stated that there was
no change in drug availability Despite the confinement measures imposed by
the authorities, 92.73% of addicts buy their drug in the habitual manner (direct
contact with the sellers).
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Price and quality of drugs: 57.27% of drug users claim an increase in drug
prices during the lockdown. The majority of consumers (60.9%) did not notice
any change in the quality of drugs.

Psychic disorders developed during the pandemic: According to figure
6, anxiety represents the most manifested symptom in the studied population
(68% of consumers), insomnia comes second (54.9% of consumers), more than
47.3% of drug users suffered from nervousness, 40.7% anxiety, 30.8% aggression
and 18.7% depression.

W anxiety W depression WNeEvousness  @insomnia

agressivenass m halluginations = anguish

Fig. 6. Psychic disorders developed during the pandemic.

These disorders can be the cause of the increase in consumption frequency
of psychoactive substances, as shown in table 2. Among the drug addicts who
have developed psychological disorders 47.8% have increased the frequency of
consumption.
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Table 2: Psychological disorder developed and frequency of use during the
pandemic

of developped Total

disorder
Qui Non
Consumation Decrease Number of patient 138 4 22
frequency % 20,0% 20,0% 20,0%
of developped
disorder
Increase Number of patient 43 6 49

% of developped 47,8%  30,0% 44,5%
disorder

No change Number of patient 29 10 39

% of developped 32,2% 50,0% 35,5%

disorder
Total Number of patient 90 20 110

% of developped 100,0% 100,0% 100,0%

disorder

4 Discussion

According to the results of our study, tobacco is the most consumed substance;
this is a logical result since it is the most inhaled legal substance in the world
[1]. In the second position comes the pregabalin; its diverted use has increased
in recent years especially among adolescents before its inclusion in the list of
psychotropic drugs via the executive decree N 21-196 of May 11, 2021 [2]. It
is important to note that the legal vacuum in the management of psychotropic
drugs, which lasted several years, has largely contributed to the creation of a
parallel market of sale. In the third position comes the cannabis, which is the
most consumed drug in the world [3]. It is consumed by 81.7% of the study
population, but this seems contradictory given the cessation of trafficking and
supply at the onset of confinement, indicating that the logistics of trafficking were
reinvented to cope with the crisis and that neither prohibition nor confinement
had a truly significant effect on the vast majority of cannabis users, who were
able to avoid shortages, but not high prices. For tramadol, which is consumed
by 68.18% of the studied population, the number of reported cases of abuse and
dependence seems to be constantly increasing; its low cost is the main factor that
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explains its large consumption in Africa where it is known as “the cocaine of the
poor” [4]. With regard to benzodiazepines, their consumption rate of 45.45%
probably reflects the significant psychological impact of the epidemic of covid-
19 and its social, professional and economic consequences, given their marked
anxiolytic and hypnotic effects [5].

The most age category incriminated in the use of psychoactive substances is
that of 15-29 years old (headcount= 79 or 72%), this difference in consumption
according to age is statistically significant for Tramadol and Pregabalin (pi0.05).
This observation is similar with the results of the surveys on drug use published
in the European Drug Report of the year 2021, which show that the use of drugs
still more frequent among young adults (15-34 years). This period represents the
time of physical and psychological development and changes in brain structure,
as well as cognitive and emotional development, which significantly increases the
risk of addictive disorders related to exposure to psychotropic drugs [6].

Since women represent less than 4% of our population, this statement does
not necessarily mean that they use less than men do. Women who use drugs
always have difficulty expressing it because of shame, fear of stigmatization and
guilt. They feel very guilty about their own consumption and fear the gaze of
others, which makes it very difficult for them to access addiction treatment
centres [7].

We also note that the majority of drug users have a low level of education,
but this difference in consumption according to the educational level is not sta-
tistically significant (pé 0.05). Recent data from the tempo and gazel cohorts
have shown that being unemployed and having a low level of education were as-
sociated with tobacco and cannabis addiction and that alcohol dependence was
more frequently observed in unemployed populations with a higher level of edu-
cation [8,9]. 87% of our population are over-users of drugs (4 or more times per
week). This may be related to the presence of a mental health disability, mak-
ing the use of substances essential to accomplish daily activities or to reduce
the physical and/or psychological dependence symptoms. According to a study
based on data from a 2015 Canadian tobacco, alcohol and drug survey and a
2014 general social survey on victimization [10], there is a link between the pres-
ence of a physical or mental health disability and the frequency of psychotropic
drug use.

The age of first use was between 15 and 18 years for 44.5% of participants,
but this difference by age of onset was only significant for tramadol and ecstasy
(pi0.05). In Canada, for example, cannabis addiction affects nearly one in four
adolescents. Researchers from the University of Montreal confirm the hypoth-
esis that age has a major influence on the neuropsychological effects of these
substances in young users, whose brains are still developing. [11].

According to the results of our questionnaire, 44.54% of the subjects in-
creased their frequency of use during the pandemic, psychological factors spe-
cific to covid-19 seem to be involved in the substance use behaviour. Loneliness,
anxiety, stress, sadness can be amplified during confinement, causing an overall
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negative impact on daily lifestyle. The management of these feelings and negative
emotions may involve the use of substances.

According to the results of our study 47.8% of the subjects who presented
psychological disorders due to the pandemic increased the frequency of consump-
tion. Several studies have found an increase in use during the pandemic [12,13].

The results of the study indicate that the availability of drugs was not in-
fluenced by the containment measures. The same observation was made by the
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA), which
highlighted the fact that the supply of illicit drugs had been able to continue
during the containment period, in particular through maritime transport, which

had withstood the constraints of the pandemic better than air transport [14].

Despite the confinement measures imposed during the lockdown, resupply
continued to occur through the traditional method of direct sales, with more
than 92% of the study population reporting this, along with recommendations
to maintain physical distance and stay home. It was assumed that recreational
drug users would purchase their substances more often online, because they had
no or only limited contact with their dealer. It was also suspected that fear of
an imminent collapse of the illegal drug market might lead to precautionary
purchases, a phenomenon that was observed for other products at the height
of the pandemic. According to a European online infodrug survey [15], almost
one in two respondents (n=224) stated that the covid-19 pandemic had not
influenced their purchasing behaviour and continued to obtain their substance
from the same source.

More than half of the population (57%) claimed an increase in prices during
the pandemic, while 39% did not notice any change; this increase in price has
been observed in several countries such as France for example [16].

According to the opinions of 60% of the participants in the questionnaire,
the quality of drugs has not changed during the containment, while for 39%
declare a decrease in the quality of substances consumed. The same result found
in Europe following the survey launched by the site infodrug where most of the
participants did not see any change in the quality of substances on the black
market or could not provide information on this subject [15].

5 Conclusion

The aim of this work was to evaluate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic
on the behaviour of drug addicts in terms of consumption of psychoactive sub-
stances, compared to the general population. This category of particularly vul-
nerable subjects has a higher risk of developing psychological disorders related to
the imposed confinement due to the covid-19 pandemic. The physical distancing
and social isolation are difficult for their mental health, because they amplify
loneliness, anxiety, stress and sadness. Coping with these negative feelings can
involve substance use and even relapse for patients who have lost access to health
services during confinement.
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Although lockdown has been shown to be effective in breaking the spread

of the pandemic, it has a negative impact on the mental health of people with
substance use disorders, causing them to use more psychotropic drugs or to be
deprived of quality care at addiction treatment centres. This pushes us on the
one hand to take a more serious interest in the mental health affected during the
confinement, and on the other hand to ensure a better care of this population
requiring a particular solicitude.
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