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THE LOSING WAR
AGAINST ‘DESIGNER DRUGS’

hey're mind-bending, dangerous—
E and entirely legul. They're called
designer drugs, and these ultrapo-
tent powdars ate baing concocted in un-
derground labs snd anapped up on the
sbreeus. Some, auch ln: I;er;mt White,
give users & hervinike high but
many timesa the punch. Others, 3\:“
the recreational drug Ecstany, are aaid
to offer the euphoria af LSD but without
the hallucinations.

All these drugs are the produet of pn
ingenions scherye that keeps clandestine
chemists one step shead of the law. The
underground technicians create 2 de-
signer drug by subtly varying the chemi-
cal structure of an existing illicit drug.
Untd jt iz banped by the U.S Drug
Enforcement Administration, the drug is
legal to make, sel}, end use. When the
DEA does outlaw it, the chemists simply
dzsign a new—and legal—variation.
‘IThe law] requires the DEA to nct after
the fact” says Gene R. Huislip, who

heads up the agency’s efforts ta cantrol
such drugs. “These guys are always
working in front of you."

Thia catch-22 is paying off big for the
drug designers. To begin with, the drugs
are cheap to make. They require no pop-
py fields in Turkey or midnight runs
trom Calombla—just the right lab equip-
ment, 3 shoebox full of chemicals, and &
highly tralned pharmacologist who is ca-
pable of nothing lesa than redesigning
the atructure of complex molecntey,

A few thousand dollars’ worth of raw
materialy 1 anough o cook up millions
of highpriced doses. Hercin uzers in
California sre paying $40 ¢ doss for sd-
dictiva vanatons of the anesthetic fen-
tanyl Young preofesgionals throughout
the country are forking aver $20 for a
doae of Ecstaay, chemically known na
¥DMA. “This is a phenomenan unlike
anything we have experienced before,”
aays Hene Topalian, an official with the
Loa Angeles County Health Dept.

L. This is & Moleculs of fertany!, & potant
pankiiler inlandad for yse in hospitals, h wag
developed by Belghum's Janssen Pharma-
ocoutica and Introduced to the U, S. In 1968,
Tradu-namad Sublmaze, tha drug is 100
mags 13 potenTt es marphine, but fts effocts

oul of avery 10 opacatinng

10gaseS

1. Tha undefground chamists wastad no
tma. Balore Y381 WA over, they rolled oul &
i~ togal—vorsion of farcany! that of-
tared by Oty ONe Blom. Saon after, the De-
tuasnned hat 33 woll. Tha chamists responded
with names Such 23 Fersian Wiis, Maxican
Browern, and Synihetic Hariny

last onty 30 mirudos, Itks uand nas manyas?

ROW UNDERGROUMND CHEMISTS
STAY OKE STEP AHEAD OF THE LAW

ol adat {Puldda

2. In 1878 4 naw synthesc dug—dubbod
China Write—showod up on tha straets In
Caiitomnia_ K variad ondy siighily from the fen-
inrmd molacuda, but the small dilference was
enough fo make it parfectly legil. Tha new
formuta was niso twice as polent. (n 1981 tha
Onug Enforcamant Administretion bannad it
aflar two daaths wers reporied

&, 80 far, the oea has bannad 10 dasigner
versions of fentarmyd. Butl the chormiats are atll
atwork. This latast dacivaave is 30 Grras more
poweriid than the onginal drug. Tha DEA ot~
tawod b In March, but it s sl appeanng in the
bloodshpams of ovardoss viedma And dnxg
avthoniies ara certisn thad it will noi be the
las1 daadly designas vanaton of Sublimaze

The Food & Drug Administration,
which regulates the drugs preseribed by
physicdans, lacks the clout and enforce
ment staff to deal with hidden drog fae
tories. The harder-nosed DEA i fighting
back, hut even ita arsenal is limited. Las{
Octnber, Congresys streamlined proce
dures go that the sgency eould tlap 2
one-year han an a hazardous drug in just
30 days, But it still can’t go after wlicit
chemiats until the drugy wre banned. “I4
wo stumble acroas evidence of & clandes-
tine laboratory,” says Halshp, “there's
no incentive to follow it up beczuse the
DEA has no authority to arvest anyone.”
DRADLY CACHET. The drug-variation ploy
goes hark at least a3 far as the L5
derivatives of the mid1960s But the
current designer-drug game & far mare
sophisticated, “"These synthetes are taj
lor-made,” says Gary L. Henderson, a
pharmacologist at the University of Cali
fornia at Davis who coined the term “de
signer drug,” “You can control the de
gree of potency and duration. Apd
there's clever marketing involved. The
drugs have names like Mexican Brown,
and there's a mystique about them ™

That cachet can be daadly. Consider
the case of {entanyl, a surgizal anesthet.
ik known o doctors as Sublimaze g
1979 onderground chemists ia California
altered the structure af Sublimarza tg
produce a potant analog. Pushers xold
the new drug under the name Chins
White, B atrect tag ususlly given to pure
Southeast Astan heroin, Within months,
two hervin users had died of overdoses
of the new drug.

The DEA quickly placed China White
on Schedule 1, the list reserved far
drugy auch as heroin that have po medi
cal use and a high potesdal for abuyse.
gmct}:;:’%{hmet:m that makery or sellere

i its Were open (o a 15-year
prizon sentence and u $125,000 fine, But
the designers 3imply produced more ver
sions-~10 at last count. The fentanyl
based drugs have caused st lesst 9
deaths to date, and they continue to Il
at the rata of six overdoses each month

The uddy of taldng an averdase of 1
feutanyl analog are great becyuse, al
though the drug resembles hervin, it i
43 muoch 23 3,000 tinen more patent
“You ean hold 200 grams of this stuft im
your hand,” says Robert J, Roberton,
chief director of drug programs for Cali
foruia. “That'a the equivalent of 200 mil
lion doges when cut™ Since only twe
lsboratories Io the eountry ean detect
such amail amounts of the drug in the
bloodatream, it is likely that many fen
tanyhrelated deaths escape detaction.

These responsible for creating the de
signer derivatives of fentanyl have also
80 far, escaped detection. A Yot of ex
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perts theorize that all of the drugs may
be the work of one brilliant phermacolo-
gist This phantom chemist could whip
up a five-year supply of 1 destgner drug
in a few months, store all of it in &
closet, and quietly dole out wholesale
poruons to pushers. The operalion would
be far mora sophisticatsd than the un-
derground laba that churmn out suzh
street drugs B3 amphetamines. “We are
talking about a state-of-theart operation
here,” says Roberton. “A warldclass
chemist is probably behind this.”

s errecTs Use of fentany] designer
drugs has so far been confined largely
ta California. That's noK the case with
MDMA, an emphetamine-like drug that
was first patonted by E. Merck of Ger-
many in 1334 and resurfaced severs!
years pgo 83 sn snalog of the illicit drug
¥DA. Thousands of yaung professionsls
and studenta in at leasr 30 stabey pre

+

buying MDMa in dante clubs, pizea par

HERE COMES PRESCRIPTION POT

lors, and living rooms. “[€'s gerting to
the point where Eeslauy iz just as sasy
ta obtain 83 marijuana,” savs Phillip E.
Jordan, s DEA special agent in Dallas.

The DEA last month used its emergen-
¢y powers to place UDMA 06 Schedule 1
after a xtudy by the University of Chira-
Bo Medical Center warned thst the drug
¢ould cauze brain damage. The ban im-
mediately drew a backlash from psychol-
ogists and payehiatriats who insist that
MDMA 13 n helpfo) therapeutic tool and
who want the drug dawngraded to
Schedule 111, which would facilicate med-
ical research.

“No one inows exactly what MDMA
does in tho brain," says Dr. George
Greer, a Santa Fe (N. M. psychiatrist
who bas given the drug to T3 patients.
“Rut it seems to reduce fear response.
People can think about things that aor
meily would be top threatening emation-
ally.” Al of his nobjects, Greer says,

'.15:-.'.“.:' T

hile clandeatine chemists are
weanfaund.ing the law by oo

ating unregulated versiong
of illagal drugs, ona piresdy banned
drug is coming: in off the street. On
June @!the Food & Drug Adruinistra-
ticn lidmsed n tiny drug company to
manufacture the key ingredient of
marijuana:: a chemical known as-THG,
which can combat tha nanses asgociat-
ed with caneér chemotherapy. Other
studies under wey indicate that it may
alsp prove to be en important-treat-

meut for several other digeases, inclod- .

ing glavcoms and multiple sclareais.
The #DA decision is an importent vie-
tory for groups that have been trying
{0 peravade the government o legulize
certain medical uses of the drug. De-
spite studies proving that marijusna is
& great help ip eliminating the side ef-
focts of chemotherapy, the government:

smoked marijuans And although =
glaucoma patient won a vourt demision
granting him the right to nse marijua-
oa to relieve the )
the government did not make the sub-
stance aviilable to other patients suf-
fering from that ey disesge.

ize marijuany for rmedical purposes are
not pladning to stop with 3G, ahart
for delta-3tetrahydrocannabinol The
National Orgenization for the Raform
of Manjuana Laws hopes to get the
whale agaretts wpproved for naunaea

——

¢ tents wha-are currently underg

has not legitimized ita wse For the '
past severz! yeam, it han zimply Jooked _
tha gther way il cancer patients

sure in hix eyes, . " worriad that thy FDA’y licensicg of THC

TAKE A HIT! Those who want to IEEI!-‘

1“Marijuans itself i safar and more of-
fTective than a THC pill” says Kevin
Zeese, NORML's nationa) director, A
It.‘i::ﬁ:ﬂ'l reszarcher who hmmmmpa-l‘ed
ffects. of marfjuana THC on
20 cancer patients agrees. “Smoking
is better than THC" sayn Dr. J. Thom-
a4 Ungerleider, professor of paychlatry:
at UCLA‘'s Conter for Health Sciences. -
“Yon take 2 hit, you get better.” The .
THC pil, however, may require Bixy
houra to lake effect. . :
Congress ia alag getting into the act.
Leghlation t5 degalize marfjuans ciga-
rettes an medicine was introduced on !
Apr. 25 by Representative Stawart B..
McKinney (R-Conn ). Even if that bill is
defeated, the FDA approval of THC
promises aang reliaf for the 75,000 pa- .
ong;
chemotherapy. And it could becoma a-+
far its manufactor-
‘or, U " lne, a tZeoploges re-,
search company m Somerville, N.l.:
The company, which is calling the mar—-
%mﬁ" llu‘inalhphna to have;
it pharmaces by August. | -
But some drug experts are already

will simply add to the lema on the
atreet. Robert G. Ran the glauco-
ma patient wha took the govermment '
43 court; warna that TEC “i mare .
paychosctive - than marijoams” And ©
Randall, who now heads 4 Washington -
group called the Alliance for Cannahis -
Thernpeutics, believes legal THC will
aoan appear on the illicqt market .

By Repinald Rhcin Jr, in Washinglon

“more clogeness or communic
tion™ after ukiog the drug. Greer ha
tried Ecstasy himself and insists that
has only minor side afects, includin
jaw<lenching and fatigue. And he a
Eues that it has a low potential fo
abuse because its benefits diminish wit
frequent use.

Nonsenge, 3ays Lewix S, Seiden, on
of the University of Chicapo researcher
who conducted the MDMA trials. Saider
wha is trained in pharmacology and pess
chology, insists that MOMa belongs o
Schedule 1. “The claims far the drog ar
8o vague,” he says. “They say it ‘break
down barriers'—what the hel) does ths
mean!” Seiden points aut thae Greer
study waa not “double blind,” whic
means it wag not designed to prever
inadvertent suggestons by the researd
er from affecting teat resulty,
'SEROUS MISTARR' Greer and three col
leagues have nonetheless mounted g k&

1 gwl challenge to the DEA’s ban on MDM4

They are putting their caee hefore a DE
administracve law judge in Los Angele:
Attorney Rlchard Cotwon, who repn
sents the therapists, says that his client
want Mbua taken off the atreet “B.
[the drug] is not hergin, it'a not cocaine,
he adds. “To insist on Ehochoming
into the same regulatory apparatus is
serious mmistake,”

Two maypr drugmakers, Johnson ¢
Jahnson's MeNeil Pharmaceutical sul
sidiary and Hoffmana-La Roche lne
alsc want MDMA banned but are protes
ing the speed with which the pEA rushe
the drug onte Schedule 1. The companie
gre arguing that the strategy migt
have a chilling effect on the ereation ¢
new medicinal compounds, since it |
much more difficult €0 conduet medis
research with Schedule [ drugs. -

Regardlesa of the judge's decision o

- MOMA, some people have already mad

up their miads about designer drug:
Florida, the nation's port for illega) &
caine, doesn’t yet have a big probler
with tha derivatives. Nonetheless, th
legialatare last month granted tha stat
aitormey general powers to put poter
tially hasardons drugs on & conmolie
aubstances list in ax Little as 24 hours,
may soon take broader w
tion a2 well Both houses wre considerin
bills that would mandate study of th
designer drug prablem. That could lea
to new Jegislation providing harsh pena
ties for those who ereate analogy of car
trolled drugs with the intention of di
tributing them illegally, Untid thar
however, drug desigpen will have lite
reason to atop creating new substance
that may kill. After all, they mrea
breaking any laws.
By Roger Schulman with Alarguret S
bin in New York, and burcau reporis
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Dear Editor, July 1,1985

Your June 24th issue discussed MDMA, a chemotherapeutic adjunct to
psychotherapy Also mentioned was Unimed, 2 publically traded company
that markets THC for the treatment of nausea in chemotherapy As MDMA
hecomes a Schedule 1 drug, the only appropriate response by those
interested in its use is to do the FDA research to justify its use as a
medicine. Therefore, a venture capital stock offering is being ptanned to
raise the $10,000,000 for research required prior to an FDA deciston
regarding its rescheduling,

The company, tentitively named Orphan Pharmaceuticals, will raise
{unds for research for both patentabte and unpatentable compounds for use
as adjuncts to psychotherapy. It i3 my hope that the business community
will critique and advise in the development of the company so that {t can
become more than a dream.

Also, there was a major misstatement of fact concerning the
research cited by the DEA to suggest that MDMA causes brain damage. The
U. of Chicago study injected MDA, not MDMA as the article stated, in rats.
Several drugs currently approved by the FDA for daily use in children cause
simiiar brain damage when injected in rats, and the medical community
has decided that the rat brain and the human brain act significantly
different to make the rat studies largely irrelevant. Also, a recentily
completed study by Intox Labs, Redfield Arkansas, administering MOMA

orally to rats demonstrated that even 2 human equivalent dose of 23 gramz
caused no brain damage 'n rats.

Sincerely, Rick Doblin



