
Substances can pass from the mother’s bloodstream to the
baby through the placenta. This can cause serious health
problems and can be harmful to your baby, including:

Increased risk of miscarriage and stillbirth – 
        increased risk of pregnancy loss. 

Increased risk of premature Birth – Babies born early may
have complications resulting in a longer hospital stay. 

Increased risk of having a baby with a low birth weight –
Babies may be smaller and weaker.

Neonatal Abstinence Syndrome (NAS) – Withdrawal
symptoms for your baby after birth following exposure to
certain types of drugs in pregnancy.

 Developmental Problems – Long-term issues with learning
and behaviour, and or Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS).

Support for pregnant women using
illicit substances

This leaflet provides important information about the risks of
using illicit substances during pregnancy. 
If you are pregnant or planning to become pregnant, it is
essential to understand how illicit substance use can affect
both you and your baby. 

Help is available to support you, or your partner, if you need
assistance in stopping substance use. Seeking help early can
make a big difference and there are services in Dumfries and
Galloway ready to support you with non judgemental and
evidence based treatment options and advice. 
If you are using drugs/alcohol there is a lot you can do to
improve your health and the health of your unborn baby.

Introduction

Why is illicit substance use harmful during pregnancy?
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Heroin
When a pregnant woman uses heroin, it enters her bloodstream and
crosses the placenta to the baby. 

Heroin in the baby’s bloodstream reaches the baby’s heart, brain, and
other organs, and has been shown to affect the breathing movements
and heart rate of a baby in the womb. 
Taking too much heroin, or heroin that contains 

        other drugs or substances, can result in poisoning or 
        even death of mother and baby. 

Heroin can cause withdrawal symptoms
        in newborns, breathing problems, and feeding difficulties. 

Common illicit substances and their risks

Cocaine and Crack Cocaine 
When a pregnant woman uses cocaine, it enters her bloodstream and
crosses the placenta to the baby. 

Cocaine also collects in the fluid around the baby and is absorbed
through the baby’s skin. Because unborn babies continually swallow
this fluid they also swallow the cocaine. 
Cocaine in the baby’s bloodstream reaches the baby’s heart, brain, and
other organs. 
Cocaine use in pregnancy has an increased risk of miscarriage,
stillbirth, and developmental delays

 Benzodiazepines , ‘Benzo’s’

Benzodiazepines cross the placenta and there is a risk of adverse effects
in the baby linked to poor growth and premature birth. 

Benzodiazepine use is linked to neonatal abstinence syndrome and
respiratory depression (where breathing can become too slow or shallow)
in new born babies.  
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 Cannabis
There is evidence to suggest that using cannabis during pregnancy
may increase the chance of having a preterm and/or low birth weight
baby and could affect your child’s long-term learning and behaviour. 

It may affect your baby’s brain development and lead to attention and
memory problems.

Hallucinogens (e.g., LSD, Magic Mushrooms)
Can lead to unpredictable effects on Fetal brain development. When a
pregnant woman uses Hallucinogens it enters her bloodstream and crosses
the placenta to the baby. 

There is very little high quality scientific information on the effects that
hallucinogen use in pregnancy might have on a developing baby’s health or
brain. The little information that is available suggests that hallucinogen use
may be harmful to a pregnancy and can lead to unpredictable effects on
Fetal brain development.

Alcohol
It is not known how much alcohol can affect a baby, so the guidance is to
avoid all alcohol. 

Drinking in pregnancy can have long term effects on the health of your
baby, with the risk being higher the more you drink.
When a pregnant person drinks alcohol, the alcohol is absorbed into the
blood stream, passes through to the placenta to the baby. 
The baby’s liver is one of the last organs to develop, so it can’t process
the alcohol. 
Avoiding alcohol consumption can help to reduce the risks of miscarriage,
premature birth, and low birth weight. 
By not drinking alcohol in pregnancy you can reduce the risks of your
baby having behavioural problems in later life, and fetal alcohol syndrome.

If you are pregnant and use illicit substances, you should speak to your doctor or midwife about this.
They will be able to get you help and support to safely stop using these. Regular users, or women who feel
as if they are dependent upon substances should not stop or reduce the amount of substances taken
without a doctor or nurse’s guidance as this could cause withdrawal symptoms that may be dangerous
to both mother and baby.
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Using illicit substances during pregnancy can have serious consequences, but help is available. If
you need support, reach out to a healthcare professional. Your health and your baby’s health are
the priority, and care is available to help you make the safest choices for both of you.
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Seek Help Early – The sooner you get support, the better for you and your baby. 
Be Honest with Your Healthcare Provider – They can provide the best care if they
have all the information. 
Avoid Sudden Withdrawal – Some substances require medical treatment and
support to reduce/quit safely. 
Attend All Antenatal Appointments – Regular check-ups can ensure you and your
baby’s well-being.

Safer steps for you and your baby

Your GP can help signpost you and complete referrals on your behalf. 

Contact your named midwife and they can offer you advice and support. If you feel you

need urgent support and advice around your pregnancy you should call the Maternity

Assessment Unit on 01387 241211. 

NHS Specialist Drug and Alcohol Services – Specialised programs to help you quit/reduce

safely.- 01387 244555. 

With You (WY) - Dumfries 01387 263206/ 08000350793 (free to call). 

With You (WY) - Stranraer 01776 705907/08000350793 (free to call). 

ADS – Alcohol and Drug Support South West Scotland - 01556 503550. 

‘Being There’ service is a free, confidential, non-judgemental service that will offer you a

listening ear when struggling with your loved one’s drug or alcohol use - 0333 8806950.

Quit Your Way Service- offers smokers throughout Dumfries and Galloway help in stopping

smoking. Call 01556 505 713, text 07736 955 211 

If you are struggling with substance use during pregnancy, you are not alone. There are
services available locally to help you and your baby. Local services can help you manage
substance use during pregnancy: 

How to get help


