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1. Executive summary

Kenya is facing a dual chemical threat to public safety and health. First, the emergence 
of small-scale clandestine laboratories producing synthetic stimulants (methamphetamine, 
MDMA, synthetic cathinones) signals a shift towards domestic drug manufacturing, 
driven by the diversion of precursor chemicals. Second, the widespread adulteration of 
heroin and cocaine with both traditional and emerging cutting agents (e.g., levamisole, 
dextromethorphan, ketamine, diazepam, chloroquine) significantly increases the risk of 
overdose, toxicity, and death. This policy brief presents evidence from Kenya’s first national 
wastewater analysis (WWA) study and provides actionable recommendations to control 
precursor chemicals and implement a public health alert system for dangerous adulterants.

2. The policy problem

The illicit drug market in Kenya is becoming more complex and dangerous. Two 
interconnected chemical threats have been identified:

Threat 1: Diversion of precursor chemicals for local synthetic drug reduction

The report provides definitive evidence of small-scale clandestine laboratory activity for 
producing synthetic stimulants. This is not possible without access to precursor chemicals.

Key evidence from the report:

i.	 Direct Production Marker: Wastewater analysis identified propane 2-nitro (2-ni-
tropropane), a specific byproduct of methamphetamine synthesis, indicating active 
local production.
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ii.	 Confirmed Local Synthesis: The study explicitly states evidence of clandestine pro-
duction of methamphetamine, MDMA, and synthetic cathinones.

Implicit Driver: The report recommends monitoring and controlling the diversion of 
precursor chemicals used in the illicit manufacture of synthetic drugs, directly identifying 
precursor diversion as a root cause.

Threat 2: Dangerous and emerging cutting agents in heroin and cocaine

Illicit drugs are systematically adulterated with pharmacologically active substances to 
increase profits, mimic or enhance effects, or bulk up shipments. These agents introduce 
unpredictable and severe health risks.

Key evidence from the report:

	 Heroin adulterants:

i.	 Caffeine (100% of analyzed samples – the most common);

ii.	 Dextromethorphan (84.6% – a cough suppressant with psychoactive effects);

iii.	 Chloroquine (an antimalarial drug); and

iv.	 Diazepam (a benzodiazepine – emerging adulterant).

	 Cocaine adulterants:

i.	 Levamisole (40% – a veterinary antihelmintic linked to agranulocytosis and vas-
culitis);

ii.	 Dextromethorphan;

iii.	 Racemethorphan;

iv.	 Caffeine; and

v.	 Ketamine (a dissociative anesthetic – emerging adulterant).

Health risks of adulterants:

i.	 Levamisole causes severe skin lesions and immune suppression (agranulocytosis);

ii.	 Dextromethorphan and ketamine can cause dissociative effects, hallucinations, and 
respiratory depression especially when combined with opioids;

iii.	 Diazepam enhances sedation and respiratory depression, dramatically increasing 
opioid overdose risk and complicating naloxone rescue;

iv.	 Chloroquine is toxic at high doses and can cause cardiac arrest; 

v.	 Synergistic effects from multiple adulterants per sample (up to 11 components re-
ported globally) heighten multi-organ failure risks.
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3. Root causes and contributing factors

i.	 Weak precursor chemical controls: Inadequate monitoring, tracking, and regulation 
of the importation and distribution of precursor chemicals allow their diversion 
from legitimate industries (e.g., pharmaceutical, industrial) to clandestine labs;

ii.	 Economic drivers for adulteration: Dealers use cheap, active adulterants to increase 
volume, lower costs, and create more intense (but dangerous) product effects to 
maintain customer loyalty;

iii.	 Lack of real-time adulterant surveillance system: No system currently exists to alert 
health workers, law enforcement, or users to the emergence of new or particularly 
dangerous cutting agents in the local drug supply chain; and

iv.	 Informed consumer demand: Users may seek out products with perceived higher 
potency or specific effects, inadvertently driving dealers to add dangerous 
adulterants.

4. Policy recommendations

The following recommendations are drawn directly from the report’s findings:

i.	 Establish a precursor chemical tracking and control system;
ii.	 Establish a national adulterant alert system;

iii.	 Expand Naloxone distribution and train healthcare workers on adulterant toxicity;
iv.	 Strengthen forensic capacity for chemical screening; and
v.	 Strengthen pharmaceutical regulation to prevent diversion of medicinal adulterants

5. Conclusion

The evidence is clear that the country faces an escalating chemical threat from both the 
diversion of precursors for local synthetic drug production and the systematic adulteration 
of heroin and cocaine with dangerous substances. These are not separate issues but are 
two sides of the same chemical control problem. A coordinated response involving law 
enforcement (to secure precursor supply chains) and public health (to warn and treat for 
adulterant toxicity) is urgently required. By implementing a precursor chemical tracking 
system and a national adulterant alert system, Kenya can disrupt illicit drug manufacturing 
at source, warn users of lethal additives, and save lives. Inaction will lead to more potent, 
unpredictable, and deadly drug supplies on Kenyan streets.


