
Alkyl Nitrites (‘Poppers’) 

LGBTIQ Community Messaging Guide for the TGA Consultation 
By the Nitrites Action Group1 

The Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA) is conducting a public consultation into a proposal to 
change the law around alkyl nitrites (the active ingredients in ‘amyl’ or ‘poppers’). This messaging 
guide provides some background and key messages to consider if you wish to participate in the 
consultation.  

• You can make a written submission to the TGA if you wish to comment on the proposal. 
Written submissions must be received by 15 January 2019. You can choose to make your 
submission anonymous. Details of how to make a submission can be found at 
https://www.tga.gov.au/consultation/consultation-regulatory-options-appropriate-access-
and-safety-controls-alkyl-nitrites. 

• The TGA is also holding community consultations in Sydney and Melbourne. Key 
stakeholders, including LGBTIQ health organisations and individuals who made submissions 
to previous stages of the inquiry, have been invited. 

We encourage anyone in the community who is concerned about the impact of the proposal to 
reschedule poppers to engage with the consultation process. You can use the information in this 
guide to help make your comments as relevant as possible. 

We also encourage LGBTIQ community health and rights organisations to ensure they are 
represented at the consultations. This guide is intended to provide a framework for ensuring 
effective and consistent engagement with the process. 

Background 
The TGA is conducting the review in response to reports of ophthalmic (eye) damage resulting from 
poppers use. In recent years, eye specialists in Australia, the UK and Europe have reported a small 
number of cases of ‘poppers maculopathy’ — a serious and generally permanent form of eye 
damage related to poppers use. In response to these reports, the TGA published an ‘Interim 
Decision’ in September 2018 that would have the effect of making the supply, possession or use of 
poppers a criminal offence in all parts of Australia. 

The TGA is a federal government agency responsible for regulating medicines and poisons. It 
maintains the Poisons Standard, a document that classifies potentially harmful chemicals into a 
number of schedules ranging from Schedule 1 (safe and unrestricted) through to Schedule 9 (those 
that have no safe use and which are illegal to possess). Poppers are currently listed in Schedule 4 
(medicines) due to their former use as a treatment for angina. Despite their classification of 
                                                             
1 The Nitrites Action Group is an ad-hoc group of five gay men with expertise in public health, medicine, law, and social and 
medical research, opposed to the proposed rescheduling of alkyl nitrites due to concerns about the adverse impact that 
decision could have on our community. We are not aligned with any organisation. Our full details are at the end of this 
document. 

https://www.tga.gov.au/consultation/consultation-regulatory-options-appropriate-access-and-safety-controls-alkyl-nitrites
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medicines, poppers are available without a prescription from sex shops and online stores, provided 
they are not sold for human consumption. To exploit this loophole, manufacturers label their 
products with names like ‘aroma’, ‘leather cleaner’, ‘room odoriser’ or ‘video head cleaner’. 

The Interim Decision proposes moving all forms of poppers from Schedule 4 to Schedule 9. The legal 
consequence of this is that poppers would fall into the same category as prohibited drugs like 
heroin, methamphetamine and cocaine, with serious penalties for their importation, possession, use 
or supply. 

A total of 57 submissions were made criticising the Interim Decision, including one by the members 
of the Nitrites Action Group. You can read our submission here: 
https://www.tga.gov.au/sites/default/files/submission-scheduling-nov18-alkyl-nitrites-reeders.pdf.  

Our group was invited to attend a meeting of the TGA subcommittee considering the rescheduling 
proposal, which we did in November 2018. These guidelines are based on what we have learned 
about the TGA’s process and its concerns about poppers through that process. 

Because of the strong opposition to the Interim Decision, the TGA took the unusual step of 
extending its consultation period into early 2019. 

How the TGA makes its decisions 
The TGA is governed by a piece of federal legislation called the Therapeutic Goods Act 1989. The 
relevant parts are sections 52D and 52E. Section 52E sets out six matters the TGA must consider, if 
relevant, when making a decision to schedule (or reschedule) a substance. Apparently in response to 
submissions arguing that the TGA failed to consider all the matters required by the law, the terms of 
reference for the upcoming consultation list the six matters the TGA needs to consider, so it is 
important to focus on these matters and name them directly in your comments.  

The sub-sections of S52E require the TGA to take the following six matters into account when 
(re)scheduling a substance: 

(a) the risks and benefits of use of the substance; 
(b) the purposes for which the substance is used, and the extent of use; 
(c) the toxicity of the substance; 
(d) the dosage, formulation, labelling, packaging and presentation of the substance; 
(e) the potential for abuse of the substance; and  
(f) any other matters that necessary to protect public health.2 

In addition, the TGA’s own criteria for listing a substance in Schedule 9 requires that the substance have  

‘no currently established therapeutic value and is likely to present a high risk of dependency, 
abuse, misuse or illicit use’.3  

When making a submission, make your comments directly relevant to these matters. 

                                                             
2 Therapeutic Goods Act 1989 (Cth) s 52E(1). 
3 Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, Scheduling Policy Framework for Medicines and Chemicals (version 1.0, 
2018). 
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Our argument 
The Nitrites Action Group has made a written submission to the TGA in response to the Interim 
Decision, we have addressed the TGA directly at a meeting in Canberra, we will be making a further 
written submission and will be represented at the public consultations. We strongly believe the 
rescheduling of poppers into Schedule 9 would have serious adverse effects on our community. 

We argue: 

1. Poppers have a legitimate use and a relevant therapeutic benefit, because they are an 
effective means of enabling safe and enjoyable anal sex for gay men (and others) and there 
are no suitable alternative therapeutic goods available for this purpose. 

2. Poppers have no risk of dependency because they have no psychoactive effect and are non-
addictive. Poppers are widely used but most people use them infrequently. 

3. Risks associated with poppers misuse can be addressed through better labelling and 
packaging, together with community education.  

4. The risk of ‘poppers maculopathy’ is relatively low and appears to be linked to one specific 
form of poppers (isopropyl nitrite) that is not commonly available in Australia. 

We say the TGA can address their concerns about adverse effects associated with poppers by doing 
the following: 

1. Reschedule isopropyl nitrite (only) to Schedule 9; and leave other alkyl nitrites in Schedule 4 
where they are now. 

2. Mandate better packaging, including child-proof caps, and labelling that clearly states the 
product should not be swallowed. This could be done in collaboration with state 
governments, or by moving poppers to Schedule 5 (‘Caution’) or 6 (‘Poison’) instead of 
Schedule 9. 

3. Work with LGBTIQ health organisations to develop appropriate health promotion materials 
to support safe use and minimise harms associated with overuse. 

4. Consider rescheduling some poppers products in a way that would allow them to be sold in 
pharmacies or restricted premises (e.g. adult shops) with more appropriate packaging, 
labelling and with guidance about correct use. 

Making your submission 
We want to encourage as many community members as possible make a written submission. It does 
not have to be long – just a paragraph or two is enough. The deadline is 15 January. 

• In particular, we think the TGA needs to hear from people who have found poppers useful 
in enabling them to have receptive anal sex. If you weren’t able to have anal sex before you 
used poppers, or if it was painful or difficult for you to have anal sex, this demonstrates that 
there is a valid therapeutic use. It would also be helpful to give brief details about how you 
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manage any side effects or downsides of poppers use (and how you learned how to do that). 
Remember, you can make your submission anonymously.  

• Stay focused on the specific proposal to ban alkyl nitrites rather than taking the opportunity 
to criticise the regulation of drugs more generally. Drug regulation is an important issue and 
there’s an ongoing campaign for law and policy reform led by Unharm. The poppers decision 
will be made on the basis of the existing law, and issues that are outside the scope of the 
legal and policy framework will not be given consideration by the TGA.  

• Accusing the TGA of homophobia is not going to be helpful. It’s too general and it’s better to 
focus on the specific problems with the decision. For example, we argue the TGA has failed 
to consider — or give proper weight to — the uses and benefits of poppers for the LGBTIQ 
communities. Similarly, we argue the TGA needs to consider the regulatory impact of the 
proposed ban on communities that are still grappling with a history of criminalisation, 
marginalisation and sexual repression.  

• There may be other consultation participants who argue in support of the ban, and they may 
use stereotypes and prejudiced language to do so. Any time we spend arguing with them is 
time that can’t be used to present our arguments and evidence against the ban. We can 
debrief after the consultation and challenge these messages in other forums. 

• Generally we are aiming to present arguments and messages that cite evidence from 
published research and expert opinion. But it can be powerful to present your own 
experience as well — particularly if it supports the key messages and helps inform the TGA 
decision-maker about how poppers are used in real life. Give brief details that are relevant 
to the matters the TGA has to consider. 

When you make a submission, for each message or argument you present, say which of the six 
matters you are addressing (listed above, under “how the TGA makes its decisions”). What matter 
do they fit under? (You can identify more than one.) Make it as easy as possible for the TGA to 
identify what goes where! 

To make a submission, go to https://www.tga.gov.au/consultation/consultation-regulatory-
options-appropriate-access-and-safety-controls-alkyl-nitrites by 15 January. 

 

https://www.tga.gov.au/consultation/consultation-regulatory-options-appropriate-access-and-safety-controls-alkyl-nitrites
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Background information you can use 

Poppers use is extremely 
common and harmful events are 
very uncommon 

There are harms related to poppers use, but the enormous number 
of people who use poppers means the overall rate (frequency) of 
these events is very low.   
The Periodic Survey4 and FLUX study5 findings show that poppers 
use is common, with both studies reporting 35-40% of gay men say 
they used poppers in the last six months. But 76.1% of FLUX 
participants used them monthly or less often. Based on the 
published research, we estimate that as many as 90,000 gay and 
bisexual men, plus an unknown number of others, used poppers at 
least once in the last six months. Despite this, there are only a small 
number of reports of adverse events in the published literature. 

The main harm can be prevented 
by a more limited ban on a single 
nitrite substance 

We recommend the TGA consider a Schedule 9 ban on isopropyl 
nitrite, which would prevent the most serious harm — vision loss.  
The published literature on ‘poppers maculopathy’ identifies one 
substance — isopropyl nitrite — as the most likely cause of poppers 
maculopathy (eye damage).  
In preparing our submission to the TGA we conducted a literature 
review that backs up this finding. Cases of vision loss were 
extremely rare before a 2007 EU decision to ban isobutyl nitrite, 
which led to a widespread shift to isopropyl nitrite in poppers 
products sold in the EU and UK.  
Pronunciation: isopropyl is eye-so pro-pill and isobutyl is eye-so 
bew-till. 

Other medical problems related 
to poppers use are preventable 
or straightforward to manage 

These include a kind of anaemia called methaemoglobinaemia 
which can occur when poppers are swallowed or when very large 
quantities are inhaled. Methaemoglobinaemia is easily diagnosed 
and treated.  
If a person has heart disease, or uses Viagra and poppers together, 
they may experience low blood pressure and heart palpitations. 
However, a systematic review found fewer than five deaths related 
to poppers use since 1970.6 This can be compared to the estimated 
6660 deaths related to alcohol use every year in Australia.7 

                                                             
4 Martin Holt et al, ‘Gay Community Periodic Surveys: National Report 2010’ (National Centre in HIV Social Research, 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, the University of New South Wales, 2011) 15. 
5 Mohamed A Hammoud et al, ‘Following Lives Undergoing Change (Flux) Study: Implementation and Baseline Prevalence of Drug Use in 
an Online Cohort Study of Gay and Bisexual Men in Australia’ (2017) 41 International Journal of Drug Policy 41. 
6 Hunter, Laura, Laura Gordge, Paul I. Dargan, and David M. Wood. 2011. ‘Methaemoglobinaemia Associated with the Use 
of Cocaine and Volatile Nitrites as Recreational Drugs: A Review.’ British Journal of Clinical Pharmacology 72 (1): 1826. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2125.2011.03950.x. 
7 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Impact of Alcohol and Illicit Drug Use on the Burden of Disease and Injury in 
Australia: Australian Burden of Disease Study 2011 (AIHW, 2018). 
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Other harms can be managed via 
packaging and instructions 

At present, the listing of poppers on schedule 4 of the Poisons 
Standard creates an incentive for manufacturers and suppliers to 
provide misleading instructions for use, e.g. selling poppers as 
‘leather cleaner’ and printing ‘do not inhale’ on packaging. 
The risk of accidental exposure and misuse of poppers (e.g. drinking 
rather than inhaling them) can be addressed by introducing 
regulations requiring child-safe packaging and accurate usage 
instructions and warnings. Current ‘do not inhale’ warnings are only 
included because poppers are included on the Poisons Standard. 
Making poppers illegal will make it impossible to mandate safety 
warnings or child-safe packaging, because the products will only be 
available via the illicit drug market. 

Poppers are not addictive, and 
have very little or no 
psychoactive effect 

Poppers work by relaxing smooth muscles, including the anal 
sphincter. They also cause blood vessels to dilate, which makes the 
heart beat faster and leads to a rush of blood to the brain. They 
have little in common with psychoactive drugs like cannabis, 
amphetamine or nicotine, whose main mode of action is to alter 
brain chemistry. 
As with any substance, a small proportion of the user population 
may find themselves developing a problematic pattern of use. In 
the FLUX study, about 1.6% of participants (in a study looking 
primarily at recreational drug use) reported daily use of poppers. 
Making poppers illegal will make it more difficult for such users to 
disclose their use to their GP and seek appropriate support.  
The vast majority of people who use poppers do not go on to 
develop a problematic pattern of use. Poppers smell terrible and 
have mild but unpleasant side effects of overuse, such as headache 
and loss of erection, that mean poppers use is typically self-limiting. 
The Periodic Survey and FLUX study show the majority of use is 
monthly or less frequent. 

The use of poppers by gay men 
isn’t ‘misuse’ or ‘abuse’ 

In the Interim Decision the use of alkyl nitrites to facilitate sexual 
intercourse was listed as a form of abuse. We argue that poppers 
have a legitimate use in facilitating sexual intercourse and this 
should not be seen as abuse. 
Gay and bisexual men (and others) have been using poppers since 
at least the 1970s for a legitimate purpose – to enable them to have 
safe and satisfying sex. For people who find anal sex uncomfortable 
or painful, poppers are very important. By helping to relax the anal 
sphincter, poppers can reduce the risk of anal tears or fissures, and 
may reduce the risk of condom breakage. 

A ban could lead to the 
substitution of more dangerous 
chemicals 

Any ban may drive product substitution involving more risky 
products and substances. This has been the experience overseas. 

A ban would drive the poppers 
market underground 

Poppers will remain available for purchase online or through the 
illicit drug market — and the packaging of illicit products cannot be 
regulated. 
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The risks can be prevented via 
less restrictive means 

Our LGBTIQ communities have a proven capability to manage risks 
to health. Through our community organisations and friendship 
networks, we have shared information and developed strategies to 
reduce harm for decades. We would welcome better labelling, safer 
packaging and more accessible information – but the proposed 
reschedule will actually prevent that from happening, 
When we presented to the TGA advisory committees on medicines 
and chemicals scheduling, our impression was that some 
committee members were quite surprised by this argument. Their 
membership predominantly comprises technical experts on 
chemicals and medicines, and there may be a general lack of 
exposure to the history of the community-based HIV response, and 
initiatives like the Party Rovers responding to GHB overdoses or 
RaveSafe and DanceWize to ecstasy use. 

Poppers have an important use 
in facilitating receptive sexual 
intercourse 

Poppers have an important therapeutic use in enabling sexual 
intimacy and fulfillment in people who experience difficulties with 
receptive anal intercourse. They work by relaxing smooth muscle in 
the body, which includes the inner anal sphincter, a ring of muscle 
that is highly sensitive to anxiety and not under voluntary control. 
Difficulties with initial penetration can cause tearing of the anal 
mucosa (lining of the anal canal), making the entire sexual 
encounter awkward or uncomfortable. Such difficulties are also 
associated with the non-use of condoms. Initial difficulties may 
cause anxiety on future encounters, increasing the likelihood of 
these difficulties becoming chronic. In its Interim Decision the TGA 
itself acknowledged that alkyl nitrites are used for analgesic and 
muscle relaxant effects. 

There are no alternatives to 
poppers for facilitating receptive 
sexual intercourse 

Pharmaceutical products like Rectogesic cream and Glyceryl 
Trinitrate spray are potent and hard to dose. Their safety and 
effectiveness have not been tested for this purpose and they do not 
have the long history of use that establishes the relative safety of 
poppers.  
Other products used to aid anal penetration include topical 
anaesthetic creams. These numb the area but do not relax the 
muscles involved, this increases the risk of tearing that goes 
undetected until the numbing effect wears off.  
Both Rectogesic and topical anaesthetic creams contain oil-based 
carriers, which can cause condoms to fail and increase the risk of 
HIV and other STIs. 

The way poppers are used makes 
them easy to dose, reducing 
harms/side effects 

Poppers are used by unscrewing the bottle, holding the bottle to 
one nostril, and inhaling the ‘headspace’ (the gas between the 
liquid and the bottle-cap). The evaporation rate is constant and 
relatively slow. The effects are very short-acting. 
Users can control how much they use in a single dose by inhaling 
shallowly or deeply, as well as how often they re-dose. Many 
experienced users only use poppers for initiation and completion of 
sex. Side effects such as headache or softening of the erection can 
make poppers use ‘self-limiting’ in sexual contexts. 
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Used correctly, according to 
conventional use, alkyl nitrites 
pose very low risk of harm 

Like any substance, alkyl nitrites can cause harm if used improperly. 
The TGA’s own guidelines acknowledge that toxicity must be 
evaluated separately in terms of proper and improper use.8 
Many toxic substances are available to purchase for household and 
personal use with appropriate child-safe packaging, warnings and 
instructions for use. 
Many of the adverse events reported in the literature involved 
misuse e.g. drinking a whole bottle of poppers rather than inhaling 
a tiny amount. 

Dosing of poppers products is 
straightforward and overdose is 
rare 

As mentioned above, poppers are easy to dose. Overdose is rare, 
and occurs either through misuse (swallowing) or extremely high 
levels of inhalation. While deaths have occurred from oral 
ingestion, overdose deaths from inhalation are very rare. 

The TGA should consider the risk 
of substitution of more toxic 
alternatives 

Other substances used by gay and bisexual men to enable sexual 
intercourse include crystal methamphetamine and ‘G’ (GHB/GBL). 
Banning poppers would place them in the same legal category as 
these substances. Crystal methamphetamine poses a high risk of 
addiction while GHB/GBL poses a high risk of overdose. 
There are other products sold as poppers — using the same 
branding — that contain ethyl chloride, a gas widely used as an 
industrial solvent and whose mechanism is akin to paint-sniffing, 
posing the same risks of brain injury and sudden death. These 
products would not be affected by the proposed ban on poppers, 
and it is possible that more people end up using these highly toxic 
alternatives if poppers are banned. 

Criminalising poppers will 
increase risks to mental health 

As a population the LGBTIQ communities experience much higher 
rates of mental illness that are directly related to a long history of 
marginalisation, driven in large part by the criminalisation of same-
gender sexual conduct. 
The proposed ban, including increased exposure to criminal 
investigation and prosecution, will affect the LGBTIQ communities 
more than any other group in the Australian population.  
LGBTIQ communities are still grappling with the mental health 
burden of a long history of criminalisation, stigmatisation, and 
marginalisation, and the proposed ban is a step in the wrong 
direction. 

Banning poppers will increase 
overall risk/harm in the 
population 

The history of regulation of alkyl nitrites demonstrates the potential 
for well-intended regulatory intervention to increase risk rather 
than decrease it — cases of vision loss were extremely rare before 
the EU intervened to ban isobutyl nitrite. 
Restricting access to alkyl nitrites may drive product substitution 
involving more dangerous inhalants like ethyl chloride or illicit drugs 
like methamphetamine or GHB/GBL. 
Poppers will still be available via online purchases or the illicit drug 
market, and the ban will be a lost opportunity to regulate product 
packaging and warnings in ways that respond more directly to the 
risks of accidental exposure and misuse. 

                                                             
8 Australian Health Ministers’ Advisory Council, above n 3, Sch 5. 
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