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Content reviewed by:  Centre for Alcohol and Other Drugs - NSW Ministry of Health, NSW Standing
Panel on Toxicity Risk

Replaces: Safety Information 011/23

Distributed to:  Chief Executives; Directors of Clinical Governance; Director, Regulation and
Compliance Unit

KEY MESSAGE: The contents of counterfeit/falsified alprazolam are variable and may contain
other benzodiazepines, no benzodiazepines or other substances.

ACTION REQUIRED BY: Chief Executives; Directors of Clinical Governance

REQUIRED ACTION: 1. Distribute this Safety Information to all relevant clinicians and clinical
departments where patients who use alprazolam or other benzodiazepines
may present.

2. Ensure that clinicians and other relevant staff are aware of the
Recommendations and Notification sections of this Safety Notice and take
appropriate action.

We recommend Directors, Managers and Staff of:

you also inform: Medical, Nursing/Midwifery and Pharmacy Services

Emergency Departments

All Service Directors

Drug and Alcohol services
Mental Health services
Intensive Care Units
Toxicology Units

NSW Ambulance

Website: https://www.health.nsw.gov.au/sabs/Pages/default.aspx

http://internal.health.nsw.gov.au/quality/sabs/index.html

Review date:  September 2026

Contact: Clinical Excellence Commission FOR NSW HEALTH STAFF ONLY
02 9269 5500
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What is updated in the Safety Information from SI1:011/237

This Safety Information replaces ‘SI:011/23 - UPDATED: Composition of counterfeit alprazolam in
NSW’, which has now been rescinded. This Safety Information provides an update on detections of
novel benzodiazepines and other substances in counterfeit or falsified alprazolam products to June
2025. This is based on an analysis of drug composition of samples seized by NSW Police and those
associated with clinical cases in NSW.

Background

There are ongoing detections of novel benzodiazepines in toxicology testing of drug-related
hospitalisations in NSW, and an ongoing detection of novel benzodiazepines and other substances in
counterfeit alprazolam. In some clinical cases, the counterfeit alprazolam tablets that were tested
were found to contain no benzodiazepines at all, so patients may potentially present in withdrawal,
even whilst taking counterfeit alprazolam.

NSW Health issued a public drug warning in August 2022 regarding counterfeit alprazolam - this
remains relevant to provide information to the public on risks and effects to look out for.
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Figure 1. Counterfeit alprazolam products reported by NSW Health clinicians. Note ‘Kalma’ is an Australian
registered brand of alprazolam and it may be difficult to differentiate between legitimate and counterfeit
products.

Assessment

There have been ongoing detections of counterfeit alprazolam products containing an increasing
variety of novel benzodiazepines from police seizures. Novel benzodiazepines are also being seen
increasingly from toxicology testing of drug-related hospitalisations in the Prescription,
Recreational and Illicit Substance Evaluation (PRISE) program.

Counterfeit alprazolam products are often poorly manufactured, with a wide variation in the drug
composition. Up to five different benzodiazepines have been detected in a single tablet associated
with some hospitalisations'. Large dose variations in the benzodiazepines detected have been noted
in visually similar counterfeit tablets in the same batch,? although some counterfeit tablets have
been found to have variable thickness.

Novel benzodiazepines have been associated with serious harm and death in NSW. Dependence and
withdrawal are significant concerns. Variable drug composition increases the risk of withdrawal, as
6% of NSW detections of counterfeit alprazolam have no benzodiazepines present.
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Counterfeit alprazolam products may have tablet markings or packaging resembling “Kalma”,
“Mylan”, “ " “Sandoz” or “Alprax” (see Figure 1 above). “Mylan” and “Xanax” make up most of

, “Xanax”,
the counterfeit alprazolam products seen in NSW. Neither are registered products in Australia.
Almost all products seen are marked as 2mg.

Of the counterfeit alprazolam samples analysed in NSW since 2019, only 8% contained alprazolam,
and all of these were found to also contain other substances. The other substances detected were
mostly novel benzodiazepines, while a small number of samples contained other drugs.

Fourteen (14) novel benzodiazepines have been detected in counterfeit alprazolam since 2019 in

NSW:
e Adinazolam e Ethylbromazolam e Phenazepam
e Bromazolam e Etizolam e Phenazolam (clobromazolam)
e Bromonordiazepam e Flualprazolam e 3-hydroxyphenazepam

(desalkylgidazepam)
e Clonazolam e Flubromazepam e 4’-chloro deschloroalprazolam

e Deschloroetizolam Flubromazolam

A larger range of novel benzodiazepines are being detected in counterfeit alprazolam than
previously reported in 2019 and 2020. In 2019, etizolam was the most commonly detected
substance, however this has now shifted to other novel benzodiazepines, notably bromazolam,
clonazolam and bromonordiazepam (desalkylgidazepam) (see Figure 2 below). Bromonordiazepam
has been detected in tablets thought to contain alprazolam in other jurisdictions in Australia.®+%
Bromazolam remains the predominant novel benzodiazepine detected overseas.®

Other substances were detected in 8% of counterfeit alprazolam samples, including..

e AB-MDMSBA e Ketamine e Ortho-desmethyltramadol
e Amantadine e Letrozole e Paracetamol

e Benzocaine e Lidocaine e Pregabalin

e Bromazepam e Lorazepam e Promethazine

e Caffeine e Methamphetamine e Tapentadol

e Clozapine e N-(1, 4-dimethylpentyl)-3,4-DMA e Trimethoprim

e Cocaine e N-(1, 4-dimethylpentyl)-3,4-MDA e 1,4-butanediol

e Cyproheptadine e N-ethyl heptedrone e 2-fluoro-2-oxo-PCE

e Doxepin e Nitazene class compounds (detailed e 4-fluoro MBZP

e Exemestane below) e 5-methoxy-DBT

There have been two detections of a nitazene class compound in counterfeit alprazolam tablets.
One detection showed only trace amounts of a nitazene class compound (further identification not
possible) and bromazolam. The other contained etodesnitazene and ortho-desmethyltramadol which
led to the release of a public drug warning.
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Figure 2. Proportion of substance detections in counterfeit alprazolam products from January 2019 to June 2025.

Further details of counterfeit alprazolam detections in NSW between January 2012 and March 2024
have been published.”

Recommendations

1. Be aware that if a patient is taking illicitly obtained alprazolam or has ‘Xanax’ or ‘Mylan’
alprazolam tablets, the product most probably contains other novel benzodiazepines. These
tablets have been found to often contain multiple benzodiazepines and variable strength
compared to registered medicines. Rarely, they may contain other drug classes with variable
toxicity.

2.  Take caution when interpreting urine drug screen (UDS) results if a novel benzodiazepine is
suspected. Some novel benzodiazepines are detected by UDS but may not be able to be
identified on confirmatory testing. Misinterpretation as a false positive has been reported.®
Additionally, some novel benzodiazepines may not be detected on initial UDS. Consult your
local pathology service if results appear incongruent with suspected illicit benzodiazepine use
and/or confirmatory testing is required.

3. If the patient has a toxidrome inconsistent with benzodiazepine overdose, or significant clinical
signs of toxicity, such as central nervous system depression, respiratory depression, seizures,
or ECG changes, provide standard emergency care and consult your local Toxicology service
or the NSW Poisons Information Centre on 13 11 26, who can advise on further management
and provide advice on specific testing as indicated. If there are clinical signs of opioid
overdose, consider naloxone administration.
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Further information

Clinicians can contact the NUAA PeerLine on 1800 644 413 or via email (peerline@nuaa.org.au) for
confidential advice around having conversations with their clients.
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