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E-vaporisers by the numbers

2022 2023* 2024

Total vape-related
cases handled by HSA**

People caught
using/possessing

e-vaporisers

People convicted of
selling e-vaporisers

Cases referred to HSA by
schools and institutes of

higher learning

*Health Sciences Authority and
government agencies stepped up
enforcement (and education) on
various fronts from end of 2023.

39 53 56

About 800 955 2,068

14,8328,0215,582

14,6887,8384,916

Source: HEALTH SCIENCES AUTHORITY
PHOTO: ADOBE STOCK

STRAITS TIMES GRAPHICS

**These cases include e-vaporisers
brought in via parcel post and sea, air
and land checkpoints, and those
seized from possession and use cases.

TOTAL VALUE OF SEIZED VAPES OVER THE YEARS

95,460

160,000

3,400,000

1,500,000

3,100,000

18,000,000

More than 23,000,000

2019

2020

2021

2022

2023

2024

2025

$

NOTES:
• The figure for 2025 is for the first six months of the year.
• The figures are compiled from publicly available data
posted by the Health Sciences Authority.

Over severalweeks in 2025, awom-
an tried to get her 19-year-old son
arrested over his addiction to drug-
laced e-vaporisers, specifically
Kpods.
The once-active teenager had be-

come withdrawn since November
2024, when he started puffing
Kpods, which are vapes laced with
etomidate, a powerful anaesthetic.
He also started cutting his own

face and arms with a knife.
“We saw many videos of people

onTikTok sayingKpods canmake a
person suicidal, so we tried to stop
him,” Susan (not her real name)
told The SundayTimes, adding that
her husband decided to install se-
curity cameras at home.
They saw him on video stum-

bling out of his room.Hewas strug-
gling to walk.
“I spoke to him the next day to

ask him what happened, and he
said he had injured his legs while
lion-dancing, so I did not suspect
too much,” she said.
Over the next few days, they no-

ticed their son would change be-
tween five and 10 pairs of shorts
throughout the night.
Susan suspected he had lost the

ability to control his bladder whe-
never he was high on etomidate,
which various reports said can also
result in hand tremors, unsteadi-
ness, sluggishness andmental con-
fusion.
Desperate to get himhelp, she re-

ached out to the authorities and
told themher sonwas using Kpods.
Currently, those found guilty of

consumption of a controlled drug
can be jailed for up to 10 years,
fined up to $20,000, or both.
She was told etomidate is not a

Class A controlled drug. At most,
her son would be slapped with a
fine for using a vape. She showed
ST a phone log of calls she made to
different agencies.
In Singapore, etomidate is go-

verned by the Poisons Act. A li-
cence is required for its importa-
tion or sale.
Those found in possession or

found using pods containing eto-
midate can be jailed for up to two
years, fined up to $10,000, or both.

LOOMING CRISIS

There is evidence to show that
vapes sold in Asia are increasingly
laced with synthetic drugs and
pharmaceutical products like eto-
midate.
In Malaysia, where vaping is al-

lowed in some states, the Health
Ministry revealed that 65.6 per
cent of vape liquids seized in 2023
and 2024 contained dangerous
drugs.
Previous reports revealed that a

significant number of vapes seized
in Singapore had originated from
Malaysia.
Vape podsmixedwith etomidate,

or Kpods, reared their head in Sin-
gapore in March 2024, when the
Health Sciences Authority (HSA)
told ST it had detected a case of
vapes containing ketamine and
three cases of vapes containing
etomidate.
TheHSA raided an industrial unit

and seized more than 8,700 vapes
and its components worth around
$137,000, including etomidate-
laced devices.
In April, Singapore got its first in-

dication that young people here
were using Kpods after a
13-year-old girl was found behav-

ing erratically outside the State
Courts while puffing on an e-ciga-
rette.
A subsequent raid of her home

found that she had an etomidate-
laced device in her possession.
Since then, videos have emerged

online of young people behaving
erratically, allegedly after using
Kpods.
In the first half of 2025, HSA de-

tected 28 cases involvingKpods, up
from 10 cases recorded in 2024.
According to a report by theUnit-

ed Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC) published in May,
products sold in Singapore as
Kpods have been found to contain
either etomidate or ketamine,
which is a Class A controlled drug.
The UNODC report describes a

looming crisis in South-east Asia
and East Asia, where drug syndi-
cates and organised crime groups,
which have converged, are lacing
vapes with synthetic drugs and
pharmaceutical products like eto-
midate.
These groups are using their

combined resources and expertise
to constantly change the formulas
for synthetic drugs or new psy-
choactive substances (NPS).
In general, NPS are defined un-

der anti-drug laws by their syn-
thetic formulas. Drug-testing tools
use the formulas to identify an
NPS.
The UNODC report said etomi-

date first appeared in significant
amounts in China after synthetic
cannabinoids were scheduled as a
controlled drug there.
“In recent years, China has re-

ported an increase in the illicit use
of pharmaceutical products as drug
suppliers seek substitutes for
mainstream drugs (methampheta-
mine and heroin), sometimes to get

around emerging drug controls of
NPS,” said the report.
It noted that etomidate – a hyp-

notic agent – was found to be add-
ed to e-liquids for use with vaping
products following the class sched-
uling of synthetic cannabinoids in
2021.
“Symptoms of etomidate overuse

primarily include intoxication-like
effects, hand tremors, unsteadi-
ness, aswell as anxiety, panic, slug-
gishness, and mental confusion,
and its use has been associated
with public safety accidents,” the
report said.
Mr Inshik Sim, lead analyst at the

UNODC’s office for South-east Asia
and the Pacific, told ST that etomi-
date use in the region exploded
during Covid-19, when the pan-
demic disrupted trade routes and
stifled the supply chain for orga-
nised crime groups and their drug
trade.
As drug trafficking syndicates

struggled to move methampheta-
mine from Myanmar into China,
syndicates switched to clinical-
grade chemicals.
“Criminal groups needed to find

an alternative. Etomidate, which is
used in clinical practice, really
started to appeal to some of these
users,” said Mr Sim.
The drug was initially mixed into

e-cigarettes,which are devices that
resemble the shape and size of a
cigarette, and later incorporated in-
to vape oils.
Since its introduction, Mr Sim

said the UNODC has received re-
ports of a significant rise in Kpod
use throughout South-east Asia
and East Asia.
“There’s a high probability that

such products will gain more pop-
ularity in the region – similar to ke-
tamine, which did not start off as a

major drug in South-east Asia, but
has gained inpopularity,” addedMr
Sim.
The UNODC report said in East

and South-east Asia, vaping prod-
ucts were commonly found to con-
tain synthetic cannabinoids.
“However, following the class

scheduling of synthetic cannabi-
noids in China in 2021, there has
been an increase in other substanc-
es detected in vaping products.
“In addition to etomidate, coun-

tries have also reported detecting
ketamine and methamphetamine.
“Of note, Thailand has reported

the emergence of vaping products
containing ketamine, sometimes in
combination with methampheta-
mine or etomidate, called ‘Kpods’,”
the report said.
These drug-laced vapes are al-

ready in Singapore.
On June 14, 2024, HSA found 14

vapes suspected to contain tetra-
hydrocannabinol, the primary psy-
choactive compound found in can-
nabis.

YOUTH MARKET

Hong Kong has been grappling
with a Kpod problem among its
youngpeople,who refer to thedrug
as “space oil”.
In 2024, public hospitals in the

city treatedmore than 130 suspect-
ed space oil abusers, three ofwhom
died. A quarter of the cases in-
volved young people under 18.
In February, the government list-

ed space oil as a dangerous drug
and banned four substances often
used to make the narcotic – etomi-
date and its three chemically simi-
lar analogues metomidate, propox-
ate and isopropoxate.
The UNODC’s Mr Sim said orga-

nised crime groups have been

adapting to evolving demand, par-
ticularly the rising popularity of
vaping among young people.
“In many countries, there is al-

ready an established market for
vaping. Organised crime groups
understand that.
“They also understand that those

in this group may not necessarily
want to inject themselves with her-
oin or methamphetamine, so why
not mix it into the vapes if it can
bringmorebuyers into themarket,”
said Mr Sim.
Drug-laced vaporisers are pack-

aged as colourful products, and
marketed on social media plat-
forms as being harmless, with zero
risk of detection.

Mr Sim said organised crime
groups are also using vapes to
transport and distribute synthetic
drugs and pharmaceutical prod-
ucts.
Cannabis, for example, produces

a distinctive smell that is difficult
to hide. But synthetic cannabinoids
in vapes are virtually undetectable,
said Mr Sim.
The rising popularity of such

laced vapes has led to the introduc-
tion of new drugs in vapes.
On June 19, theMalaysian author-

ities uncovered a criminal syndi-
cate distributing vape pods laced
with synthetic cocaine.
Nearly 5,000 vape cartridges

containing some 9.42 litres of co-

caine were seized.
The syndicate rented condomini-

um units in Kuala Lumpur to pack
drugs in vape form, before sending
them to other countries. Three Sin-
gaporean men were among those
arrested.
The UNODC said suppliers were

also combining different synthetic
substances within a single vaping
product, the concentration and
mixture of which remain unknown
to users.
The usage of such products could

lead to episodes of overdose and
dependence, it added.
Videos have since emerged on-

line, purportedly showing young
people shaking uncontrollably
while puffing on a vape.
Dr Clare Anne Fong, an associate

consultant in the Division of Respi-
ratory and Critical Care Medicine
at Alexandra Hospital and National
University Hospital, said that while
etomidate on its own is already ad-
dictive, pairing it with nicotine can
result in a greater hook.
“When nicotine is inhaled with

etomidate –which alters one’s level
of consciousness, similar to a high
– Kpods are likely more addictive
than traditional vapes,” said Dr
Fong.
Dr Sharen Tian, a family physi-

cian atRafflesMedical, said repeat-
ed use of etomidate could “result in
users seeking the dissociative ef-
fects, thereby increasing the risk of
dependency”.
“The clandestine nature of such

products, often marketed as Kpods
or space oil, exacerbates the issue,
especially among youths,” said Dr
Tian.
Assistant Professor Yvette van

der Eijk from the School of Public
Health at NUS said misinformation
on vaping is rife.

She said much of this is due to
studies funded by the vaping in-
dustry, which are often biased and
conclude that vaping is safe.
“One challenge is that people, es-

pecially youths, have access to a lot
of misleading information, and
need to be taught how to discern
between information that misrep-
resents the harms and information
that is accurate,” said Dr van der
Eijk.
Vaping has been banned in Sin-

gapore since 2018.
Despite that, previous reports

state that HSA had seized $41 mil-
lion worth of vapes from January
2024 to March 2025.
That is nearly fivefold the report-

ed value seized from 2019 to
end-2023, according to numbers
compiled by ST.
Many students, from primary

schools to institutes of higher
learning, have been reported for
possessing or using vapes.
There were 2,000 such cases in

2024, up from 800 cases in 2022
and 900 cases in 2023.
Vaping is not just a social ill.
SeniorMinister of State forHome

Affairs Faishal Ibrahim said in Par-
liament on Jan 7 that several stud-
ies have linked vaping to an in-
crease in risk of drug use.
Associate Professor Faishal said

that the HSA and Central Narcotics
Bureau have come across cases of
people using vapes to consume
controlled drugs.
But he added that such cases still

form a minority of cases here.

VAPE ZOMBIES

Susan said her son’s behaviour re-
sembled those of young people,
caught in a recent video on social
media, whowere stumbling as they
walked near Punggol Waterway.
She said he was constantly

twitching and shaking, even when
he was not vaping.
“We were very worried about

him and tried to talk nicely to him.
At that point, he cried and promis-
ed to stop,” said Susan.
He broke his promise before too

long.
“He lost about 10kg within a

month. He totally changed into an-
other person. I couldn’t recognise
him any more,” said Susan, who
added that he also became more
aggressive and agitated.
“He started lying to us, cheating

me of my money to purchase more
Kpods. Hewould even ask formon-
ey from his grandma, his uncle and
aunts,” she added.
It ended with his arrest over an

unrelated offence earlier in 2025.
“I really didn’t knowwhat to do. I

didn’t know where to put him, to
help him end his addiction,” said
Susan.

Organised crime groups pushing drug-laced vapes in Asia

ajwong@sph.com.sg

E-vaporiser pods containing a liquid that will be heated up and inhaled by users. The liquid can sometimes include dangerous drugs. ST PHOTO: AZMI ATHNI Susan (not her real name), sharing with The Sunday Times on July 2 her story of how she found out her son has been abusing Kpods, and how it had changed him in a
short period of time. ST PHOTO: KEVIN LIM
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DICING WITH

DEATH
TOTALLY UNRECOGNISABLE

He lost about 10kg within a
month. He totally changed into
another person. I couldn’t
recognise him any more... I really
didn’t know what to do. I didn’t
know where to put him, to help
him end his addiction.

”SUSAN (NOT HER REAL NAME), on her 19-year-old sonwho was addicted to Kpods.

On Father’s Day, my family and I
were at a dim sum restaurant in
Jalan Besar when a couple in
their late 20s next to our table
left.
Sitting on the steps outside, on

the pavement, they nonchalantly
took out devices cupped in their
hands and vaped.
Maybe they thought the

chances of them getting caught
were slim, as Health Sciences
Authority (HSA) officers cannot
be everywhere, especially on a

Sunday. Or perhaps they were of
the view that since more people
were vaping in Singapore, no one
would snitch on them.
But I wondered if they knew

that instead of getting a high,
they were actually inhaling the
breath of death.
Vaping is a global crisis that is

getting more youth hooked on
drugs, as crime syndicates pack
potent and addictive substances
into small devices that look like
pens or lighters.

The numbers are worrying
enough for the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC) to warn in a 2025
report that vapes, or
e-vaporisers, now don’t just
contain nicotine, but also
cannabinoids and other synthetic
substances.
By now, you would have seen

reports and videos of people in
Singapore behaving incoherently,
apparently from vaping, and the
painful and expensive

lung-washing procedures some
have undergone due to their
addictions.
You probably know of friends

and family members whose
studies and relationships have
been affected by vaping.

VAPING: THE INVISIBLE CRISIS

That’s why The Straits Times is
launching our anti-vaping
campaign, Vaping: The Invisible
Crisis, today.
It is similar to our Stop Scams

campaign, where we publish
reports on various types of scams
and how they work.
Why are we doing this?
We believe there needs to be

more conversations about the
vaping scourge that has already
crept into our homes, schools
and workplaces.
Some parents told ST about

how vaping has torn their
families apart. Others have
reported their children to the
authorities. The evidence shows
a vaping culture has already
established itself here.
On Feb 26, Health

Minister Ong Ye Kung said in a
written parliamentary reply that

there were 2,000 cases of
students including those from
institutes of higher learning
(IHLs) reported for possessing or
using e-vaporisers in 2024.
This is up from 800 cases in

2022, and 900 cases in 2023.
In October 2023, then Second

Minister for Education Maliki
Osman, told Parliament that
although schools and IHLs have
increased checks, it is likely there
is under-detection.
And on March 3, Minister of

State for Health Rahayu Mahzam
replied to a parliamentary
question about the number of
parents who reported their
children for vaping. One such
case was referred to the HSA,
and the child was fined $300.
Ms Rahayu advised parents

who suspect their child of vaping
to call the Health Promotion
Board’s (HPB) QuitLine on
1800-438-2000. It is part of
HPB’s I Quit programme, which
was launched in 2014 to help
participants quit smoking and
accepts those who want to stop
vaping.
They will not be fined or

prosecuted, unless they are
caught using or in possession of

vapes.

WORSENING NUMBERS

In the first nine months of 2024,
about 9,680 people were caught
using or possessing vapes. This is
more than the 7,838 people
caught in the whole of 2023.
In 2019, HSA raids and

investigations resulted in
$95,460 worth of seizures across
the year.
Based on previous reports, HSA

had seized $41 million worth of
vapes from January 2024 to
March 2025. That is nearly
fivefold the reported value seized
from 2019 to end-2023, according
to numbers compiled by ST.
This despite vaping being

banned in Singapore since 2018.
Peer-reviewed journal Emerald

Insight said in 2024 that the
number of vape users was
around 82 million worldwide in
2021, with 14.3 million in
South-east Asia. The global vape
market was valued at US$22.8
billion (S$29.2 billion) in 2022.
Like scams, vaping is a

lucrative trade for criminal
syndicates, and they are
targeting our children as

customers.
Mature readers will remember

the glue-sniffing scourge in the
1980s, when 23 people died
during an eight-year period.
Parents had to lock their

children up for fear of them
going to bicycle shops to get
their fix of glue in a can. Some
addicts drowned in reservoirs,
and more than 1,112 abusers were
arrested in 1987.
If not tackled aggressively,

vaping will become the
glue-sniffing crisis of our current
generation.
Instead of a can of glue, the

threat now appears as Kpods, a
vape juice laced with the
powerful anaesthetic drug
etomidate.
Etomidate is a medicinal

ingredient used in clinical
practice as an anaesthetic agent
and is classified as a poison
under the Poisons Act. This
means a licence is required for its
importation or sale.

CREATING AWARENESS

How will ST be highlighting this
social threat?
We will be reporting regularly

on the impact of vaping, not just
in Singapore but also around the
world. We will focus on how
vaping has impacted your lives
and those of your loved ones.
And we hope that by

publishing these reports, it will
educate the public on how
deadly vaping can be to your
health and mental well-being.
More needs to be done to

tackle this issue because, for
now, it seems there is no
dedicated 24-hour helpline or
app for the public to report
vaping offences and the sale of
vaping devices to the authorities.
Currently, you can contact only

HSA’s Tobacco Regulation
Branch on 6684-2036 or
6684-2037 from 9am to
5.30pm on weekdays.
To tackle scams, the authorities

have the ScamShield helpline on
1799.
The ScamShield app is also

equipped with artificial
intelligence, and can identify and
alert users to potential scam
threats on WhatsApp, Telegram
and web links.
A similar app to report vaping

offences would help the
authorities prevent vapes from

reaching customers and identify
vape users quicker.
The vaping issue is clearly

being addressed by schools here.
Some schools have even issued
vape advisories on Parents
Gateway, an app that connects
parents and schools on key
administrative matters.
But this messaging should also

be communicated to the public
to show a whole-of-government
approach to tackle the issue, as
even primary school children
have been caught.
Under the law, anyone caught

buying, possessing or using
vapes can be fined up to $2,000.
Those caught importing, selling
and distributing vapes face up to
six months’ jail, a fine of up to
$10,000, or both.
All these mean nothing to the

addict determined to get his or
her vape fix.
They must know there is no

favourable outcome when they
put a vaping device into their
mouth.
And that each time they suck

in those toxins, all they are doing
is blowing their lives away.

andrey@sph.com.sg

Why the vape scourge in
Singapore concerns everyone

If not tackled aggressively, it will become the glue-sniffing crisis of our current generation

Commentary

T H E I N V I S I B L E C R I S I S

Andre Yeo

Deputy News Editor

Like scams, vaping
is a lucrative trade
for criminal
syndicates, and
they are targeting
our children as
customers.

Helplines

MENTAL WELL-BEING
• National helpline: 1771 (24
hours) / 6669-1771 (via
WhatsApp)
• Samaritans of Singapore:
1767 (24 hours)/ 9151-1767
(24-hour CareText via
WhatsApp)
• Singapore Association for
Mental Health:
1800-283-7019
• Silver Ribbon Singapore:
6386-1928
• Chat, Centre of Excellence
for Youth Mental Health:
6493-6500/1
• Women’s Helpline (Aware):
1800-777-5555 (weekdays,
10am to 6pm)
• The Seniors Helpline:
1800-555-5555 (weekdays,
9am to 5pm)

COUNSELLING
• TOUCHline (Counselling):
1800-377-2252
• TOUCH Care Line (for
caregivers): 6804-6555
• Counselling and Care
Centre: 6536-6366
• We Care Community
Services: 3165-8017
• Shan You Counselling
Centre: 6741-9293
• Clarity Singapore:
6757-7990

ONLINE RESOURCES
• mindline.sg/fsmh
• eC2.sg
• tinklefriend.sg
• chat.mentalhealth.sg
• carey.carecorner.org.sg (for
those aged 13 to 25)
• limitless.sg/talk (for those
aged 12 to 25)
• shanyou.org.sg

‘I lost my daughter to Kpods’
SEE THE BIG STORY • A6

If you have a story to share
about vapes, e-mail us at
stnewsdesk@sph.com.sg

Andrew Wong
Correspondent


