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Estimating drug use through sewage 
analysis 
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Illicit drugs of Interest 
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Europe wide monitoring: March 2011 

Thomas et al. 2012. Sci Tot Env 432: 432. 
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Thomas et al. 2012. Sci Tot Env 432: 432. 

Influent load (mg/day/1000 inhabitants)  
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Thomas et al. 2012. Sci Tot Env 432: 432. 

Cocaine use (mg/day/1000 inhabitants)  
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Europe-wide weekend increase 

Thomas et al. 2012. Sci Tot Env 432: 432. 
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Long-term monitoring 

• Passive sampling 
approach 

– Time integrated 
concentrations 

– Simple, robust, low 
cost, unattended 
sampling 
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www.niva.no/patch 
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Results – year-long monitoring 

Ecstasy (MDMA)
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Harman et al. 2011. Environ Sci Technol 45, 5676. 
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How effective is treatment? 

Zuccato & Castiglioni, 2009 Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A 367, 3965  
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Average removal by STPs 

Postigo et al. 2010. Environ Int 36: 75  
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Surface waters 

Zuccato & Castiglioni, 2009 Phil. Trans. R. Soc. A 367, 3965  
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Important considerations 

• Level of drug use 

• Population demographics 

• Cultural practices 

• Environment/climate 

• Wastewater handling infrastructure 

• Drinking water treatment 

• Urbanization and population increases 
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Illicits in tap water 

 

Boleda et al. 2011. Chemosphere 84 1601  
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Summary 

• Illicit drugs are part of the urban water cycle 

• (High) loads released from all cities 

• Sewage treatment seems effective 

• Occurrence in surface waters 
– Higher where there is little treatment 

• Reported occurrence in finished drinking 
water 

• Perceved risk is probably low  
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European collaborative group on 
illicit drugs in sewage  

• 15 labs 

• 30 cities (2012) 

• 15 M people tested 

• Intercalibration  

• Workshops 

• Publications 

• Publicity 

 

• kth@niva.no 
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Testing the waters: ESF 
conference 


