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In response to increasing reports of severe neurological harms associated with nitrous oxide use (e.g., 1-2), the Australian Therapeutic
Goods Administration (TGA) reclassified it as a Schedule 6 poison, announced October 2021 and effective October 2022 (3). This
reclassification prohibits sales to individuals under 16 and mandates safety directions ("Do not intentionally inhale contents") and
warning/standard statements ("May cause irreversible nerve damage if inhaled"; “For advice contact a Poisons Information Centre”)
on products. This bulletin examines awareness of these warnings/directions.

Results N— A

Among sentinel samples of people who regularly use ecstasy and/or other illicit stimulants in Australia (N=700; N=708; N=740),
recruited in Apr-Jun from capital cities for the 2022-24 Ecstasy and Related Drugs Reporting System (EDRS) interviews, 45% (n=315),
40% (n=284), and 40% (n=293) reported past 6 month nitrous oxide use, respectively. Figure 1 presents the per cent who observed
warnings among those who had purchased nitrous in the past 6 months, and Figure 2 shows specific warnings/safety directions that
participants recalled from their most recent purchase.
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Discussion —

Approximately one third of participants who had recently purchased nitrous oxide in the 2023-24 samples (after the TGA mandate
came into effect (3)) reported observing product warnings/safety directions. However, most could only recall a direction not to inhale,
not the warning about the risk of irreversible nerve damage. Since nitrous oxide is often purchased for parties and events, sometimes
with express delivery (4), low observation and recall might relate to intoxication/distraction at the time of purchase and/or use.
Additionally, the appealing packaging (4), increasingly marketed with flavours, playful names and enticing messages (e.g. ‘Baking Bad,
‘Experience heaven on earth’), may further distract from the warnings. It's also possible unlabelled products are still being sold. In
addition to TGA label compliance monitoring, plain packaging could reduce product appeal and enhance warning visibility. Finally,
given ongoing reports (e.g., 5) of neurological harms across Australia, educational measures beyond product labelling, such as
targeted health campaigns, are needed as part of a broader health response.
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