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Swallowing Drugs 

This guidance has been compiled after consultation with PST, PSD, Federation, Health 
and Safety, First Aid Trainers and Practitioners. It is designed to aid you when dealing 

with subjects who try and swallow drugs at the point of being detained.   
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Swallowing Drugs 
An increasingly common tactic used by some subjects is to conceal controlled drugs or 

other prohibited articles in their mouths. This poses significant medical risk to the subject 
and causes issues regarding retrieval of evidence. 

There are currently some high profile cases under investigation by the IPCC where 
subjects have died 

• Use the NDM 
• What’s the intelligence / information? 
• What are you trying to achieve? 
• What are you trying to prevent? 
• Search of mouth is not an intimate search 

Maximising safety will always be the highest priority, higher then preserving evidence 

We are under an obligation to preserve life and take positives steps to protect life 

• Techniques applied to a person’s mouth, 
nose or throat may affect their breathing 
and pose significant medical risk 

• Risks of subject biting officers 
• Encourage them to empty mouth 
• Explain the serious health risks 
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Other Considerations 

• Packages of drugs are now commonly being wrapped in cling-film and this 
increases the chance of the package getting stuck in the windpipe 
 

• Any attempt to try and stop them from swallowing it could increase the 
likelihood of the package rupturing and therefore increasing the risk – detainees 
often bite down on the package when force is used in trying to remove it 
 

• Any force used against the neck / throat could squash the package against the 
windpipe and further cause an obstruction – it could stick the cling-film package 
to the windpipe preventing it from being coughed up or swallowed 
 

• As with all tactical options the wellbeing of the subject must be monitored at all 
times 
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Officer Actions 
 

• Subject may not realise potential health risks of swallowing the package so you must 
do all you can to inform them: 

       “spit it out now, you could choke or become seriously ill” 
• Control the hands to prevent them placing anything else in their mouth – this may 

require handcuffing. Consider your powers 
• If they begin to choke then revert to your first aid training, immediately call an 

ambulance 
• If it becomes a stand-off with someone who has drugs in their mouth who is not 

swallowing them and not spitting them out, ensure that there is medical assistance 
on route or present and consider use of police negotiators. In a recent case a male 
who was in custody / hospital for almost 12 hours then spat out 60-70 wraps of 
Class A. Negotiators had been used to reason with them during this time and it 
resulted in no use of force 

• If a person has, or is believed to have had, something in their mouth likely to be 
harmful and it has not been expelled, you should seek urgent medical attention 
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 Remember! 
 

• Avoid unnecessary restraint, especially around the head and neck if they have already 
managed to get a package into their mouth as this can increase the risks the subject 
already faces 
 

• Communicate with and encourage the subject to spit out the package and inform 
them of the risks they are facing 
 

• The subject must be kept under constant supervision for medical and evidential 
purposes 
 

• If you suspect they have swallowed a package, this is a medical emergency. Be 
prepared to provide first aid until the arrival of further medical assistance 
 

• Safety of the subject is the highest priority, not retrieval of evidence 


