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Case study

▪ 20F Chinese student presents with inability 

to walk after abusing more than 360 bulbs 

nitrous oxide per week for 1 year or so.  
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Introduction

▪ Nitrous oxide, known as “Nangs” can cause 

neurological deficits if used as an abuse agent.

▪ A recent survey in NSW showed an increase in 

the reported use from 20% in 2012 to 75% in 

2018.

▪ 24/7 delivery of large quantities, as whipping 

cream.

▪ Nitrous oxide use can bring a brief rush of 

euphoria, relaxation and dissociation. 
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Introduction

▪ In small amounts, nitrous oxide poses low risks to health. 

▪ Immediate risks include injury from loss of balance and 

coordination, and lip or lung injury from inhaling the cold, 

pressurised gas directly from a canister.

▪ Heavy use can cause hypotension, syncope, hypoxia, and 

respiratory or cardiac arrest.



z

Introduction

▪ Prolonged heavy use can cause 

permanent neurological damage 

manifested as peripheral 

neuropathy, limb spasms, ataxia 

and incontinence.

▪ Nitrous oxide may be used 

concurrently with other drugs &  

associated with mental health 

issues.
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Pathophysiology
▪ N2O irreversibly oxidises cobalt 

in vit B12 and inhibits 

methylcobalamin as a 

coenzyme of methionine 

synthase, blocking the 

production of methionine and 

resulting in demyelination.

▪ Pigmentation due to B12 

deficiency.
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Objectives & Methods

▪ To assess the trends in the recreational use of 

nitrous oxide. 

▪ A retrospective review ≥ 16 years to 60 Emergency 

Department (ED) from Jan 2012 to Dec 2018 

across New South Wales.

▪ Records were extracted from the Rapid 

Emergency Dept Data for Surveillance (REDDS)

▪ Under NSW Health Administration Act 1982.
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Results

▪ An increase in the number of ED presentations, 

particularly from 2016 to 2018.

▪ N=118

▪ Median age was 23 years (range: 16-51) and 

56% were males.

▪ 46% admitted to poly drug use and 24% 

indicated chronic or heavy use of nitrous oxide.



z

Emergency department presentations in NSW in which 
the patient reported intentionally inhaling nitrous oxide 
outside of a therapeutic setting, Jan 2012 – Sept 2017.
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Diagnosis

▪ Injury (13%), 

▪ Neurological symptoms (12%), 

▪ Loss of consciousness or syncope 

(11%), 

▪ Self-harm or suicidal ideation (14%), 

▪ Mental health conditions (24%).

▪ Respiratory arrest (2%), 
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NSW Health

Fact Sheet

Public health strategies.

SA – band the sale of 

nitrous oxide to under 18.
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Conclusion

▪ There is an emergent rise in the recreational 

use of nitrous oxide in New South Wales with 

potentially severe health outcomes. 

▪ Physicians need to be aware this is common 

amongst young patients, particularly with 

neurological symptoms.




