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Recreational use of nitrous oxide is an emerging public health problem

Recreational inhalation of nitrous oxide (N2O) is under-recognised in the UK, with potentially serious health risks. Adolescents and young adults presenting with the neurological complications of repeated N2O use are seen regularly in east London emergency departments.1 Greater awareness of this emerging public health problem is needed.
Nitrous oxide is a colourless gas, with minimal odour and variable taste. Inhalation of N2O can produce a short lived, rapid onset euphoria and a dissociative effect. This is often accompanied by spontaneous laughter, hence the colloquial name “laughing gas.” Historically, N2O was inhaled as a recreational substance long before its potential use as an anaesthetic and analgesic agent was recognised.2 Importantly, N2O is always combined with oxygen in clinical settings to minimise the risk of hypoxia,3 but it is inhaled neat by recreational users.
Although the clinical use of N2O in anaesthesia has been declining in the UK and elsewhere,45 its popularity as a recreational drug has increased among adolescents and young adults.67 The 2017 Global Drug Survey … 
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