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Introduction
At the beginning of July 2022, during the 

San Fermín Festival in Pamplona (Spain), the 
media reported alleged cases of chemical 
submission following subcutaneous/intramus-
cular needle pricks and the possible inocula-
tion of some substance into young women.1 
The news grew exponentially, parallel to the 
spread of this phenomenon throughout the 
rest of Spain, associated with large popular 
festivals or nightlife venues. This type of ag-
gression appeared to have been imported 
from France and the United Kingdom, among 
other countries, where it had occurred in pre-
vious years.2,3 Immediately, social media and 
news outlets amplified the needle-prick phe-
nomenon, although contact with clinical toxi-
cology and emergency medicine experts, 
among other professionals, made it possible 
to place the phenomenon in its proper con-
text. In this way, the social alarm generated 
could be reduced and the concept of chemi-
cal submission clarified.4

The Data
In a tally of news reports that appeared 

between July and August 2022 regarding 
needle pricks in recreational environments, 
we collected around 300 cases treated in 
emergency departments, with subsequent po-
lice reporting, in practically all Spanish auton-
omous communities.5 Our working group SE-
MESTOX, through the REDUrHE registry, has 
documented about 80 cases, whose basic 
characteristics are summarized in Table 1. 
Some cases had already been treated in May 
2022.

Despite the victims’ arrival at the emer-
gency department shortly after the incident 
(within the detection period for short–half-life 
substances),6 in no case was the presence of 
any of the usual toxic agents involved in 
chemical vulnerability demonstrated, except 
for those previously consumed by the pa-
tients—mainly alcohol.7,8 Although puncture 
wounds were confirmed, no secondary sexual 

assault occurred. In addition to the victims’ 
understandable concern, these aggressions 
were limited to local traumatic risk, infectious 
risk, and acute psychological disturbances.9,10 
Therefore, the symptoms described were 
more consistent with vagal reactions, anxiety, 
or panic, rather than the inoculation of sub-
stances used to chemically incapacitate vic-
tims.

After the initial misinformation, in our 
opinion the situation was clarified thanks to 
these expert professionals and journalists with 
strong professional ethics. Although the re-
sults of forensic testing are still pending, the 
toxicology findings available to date have 
been negative. From a biophysical and phar-
macological standpoint, it is unlikely that sub-
stances could be inoculated through a brief 
contact (needle prick) with a fine needle—one 
cannot transfer enough liquid volume to pro-
duce clinical effects, especially without the 
victim noticing pain or local swelling.11,12 Al-
though it is true that there are highly potent 
drugs capable of reducing consciousness, 
these are not easy for the general population 
to obtain.13 Furthermore, producing immedi-
ate and profound sedation would contradict 
the modus operandiof aggressors who use 
chemical submission to move the victim to 
another location without arousing suspicion 
and then perpetrate the crime.14,15

Media impact
The press office of the Spanish Society of 

Emergency Medicine (SEMES) coordinated 
the media presence of clinical experts—mem-
bers of the society directly involved in caring 
for these patients. A total of 273 media ap-
pearances occurred, including 26 television 
interviews, 12 radio appearances, 208 online 
news articles, and 27 print articles (Figure 1). 
In addition, multiple local interviews occurred 
outside SEMES coordination, but were con-
ducted by society members. Through dissem-
ination on social networks—both news items 
and infographics created in record time (Fig-
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ure 2)—the estimated total audience reached 85.2 million 
people. On a single day, August 6th, during peak vacation 
season, there were 72 media impacts. Emergency medi-
cine never rests; it never closes (7/24/365). Of course, we 
were not the only ones—other groups and professionals 
also made excellent contributions, all aligned with the 
same toxicological, clinical, and women’s rights perspec-
tive.12

If there is something positive to highlight in this deplor-
able practice of misogynistic terrorism (or, being charitable, 
a cruel prank), it is that the media sought out expert profes-
sionals and scientific societies, which helped dispel misinfor-
mation and contextualize this practice from a toxicological, 

clinical, and social standpoint. On the other hand, the con-
cept of chemical submission was clarified for the public, 
correcting early news and headlines. As a result, people 
were informed about the practices, contexts, and commonly 
involved substances, as well as the high incidence of oppor-
tunistic chemical submission, fundamentally mediated by 
consuming large amounts of alcohol within a short period of 
time (binge drinking) (Table 2).6-8,10,14,15

At the most recent European and American clinical 
toxicology conferences, no presentations addressed this 
practice, referred to in the foreign press as needle-spik-
ing.16,17 There is therefore room for further in-depth study.

Another issue repeatedly raised by the press was the 
existence of protocols for caring for victims of chemical 
submission and sexual assault. These protocols do exist; 
they have been prepared jointly and in coordination with 
other stakeholders involved in such cases (police, forensic 
specialists, etc.). In this context, they have been reviewed 

Table 1. Puncture cases treated within REDUrHE
N = 80

Female gender 77.5%
Evidence of puncture wound (stab wound) 77.5%
Initial clinical presentation: 47.5%

vomiting
drowsiness
paresthesia
dizziness
hypotension

Presence of alcohol (quantitative blood test) 50%
Presence of illegal drugs (qualitative urine analysis) 5%
Sexual assault 0%
Extraction of samples for forensic analysis 62.5%
HIV prophylaxis 87.5%

Table 2. Approach to news about punctures
Initial media coverage.
Spread of the incident to other parts of Spain.
Public alarm.
Rumors.
Search for experts.
Focus on chemical submission.
Little forensic information.
Public education on chemical vulnerability and its prevention.

Figure 1. SEMES–Needle-Spiking Media Metrics.
Volume: refers to the number of media impacts obtained. Audience: the number of people who have read our 
articles (calculated based on the typical audience size of each publication).
Advertising value: equivalent to the cost that would have been incurred if the same space had been purchased as 
advertising. Sentiment: evaluates the tone of the message and how the brand or organization is perceived by the 
reader (in this case, SEMES and its various spokespersons). In this regard, sentiment is 100% positive (a negative 
example would be news suggesting a lack of commitment from emergency professionals on this issue).
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Figure 2. SEMES infographics on needle pricks and chemical submission.
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ADDENDUM
SEMESTOX Group Investigators: Juan Mariano 
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Carmen Rosa Hernández Rodríguez, Rosana 
Hueso Pinazo, Dima Ibrahim Achi, Santiago Kas-
sem García, Carmen Laguna Cárdenas, María de 
los Ángeles López Hernández, Beatriz Martín 
Pérez, Lidia Martínez-Sánchez, Sebastián Matos 
Castro, Iria Miguens Blanco, Òscar Miró, Valle 
Molina Samper, Rocío Moyano García, Santiago 
Nogué Xarau, Juan Ortega Pérez, Oriol Pallàs, 
Miguel Angel Pinillos Echeverría, Jordi Puig-
uriguer Ferrando, Cristina Ramió Lluch, Belén 
Rodríguez Mi¬randa, Rodolfo Romero Pareja, 
Francisco José Ruiz Ruiz, Emilio Salgado, Iñaki 
Santiago Aguinaga, Coral Suero Méndez, Au-
gust Supervía Caparrós, Laura Torres Pallarés, 
Mª José Venegas de L’Hotellerie, Juan Antonio 
Vega Reyes.
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and recalled by health care professionals and authorities 
and made known to victims of chemical vulnerability.18-20

Women are not alone; even if we cannot fully reduce 

the incidence of chemical submission (although we try), we 
can provide professional, swift, coordinated care with the 
sensitivity required in this delicate situation.21


