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Studies of popular illicit drug
raise questions about effects
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WO YEARS AGO on s picnic In the
Capadian Ro Brian and his girl-
~Yrised traded sips from s plastic Jug of

orange juice 13ced with s powdery
drug calird "ecstasy.”

Drspite government warnipgs thet the
banned drug covld induce psyehosls, Brlsn
r bera bis flrwt ocatasy irip as hing
but frightening. “All we dld was tatk,” re-
calis Lbe 4i-year-old Bovlder college profey-
sor. “Ecstasy has = way of doing thal 1t
makes you feariess Lo communicate.”

But fafl, sfter consulting a doctor
fricnd, Brian hegan to have second thoughls
about that memcrable Canadian afternoon
and the dozent other tintes pince then that be
hat taken eostasy.

His concern: that ecstasy is eatiag away at
his drata. The drug is a chemical cousin of
amphetaraipe, which originally was pro-
daced in 1814 23 a diet pill aad loter used a5
& (ool i psycholherapy \o Mlt {ncresse
isight snd sawareness. Also kRowp s
“Adam™ snd by ita abtreviated chemical
name, MDMA, ecstasy was placed ia the
same outlaw cate 33 beroin and cocaine
la 1985 but sUil is sold on the street for $15
witsa daye.

H wouldnt be worth It,™ says Brian, wh
spoke on condition that his real name ro¢ be
ased_ ~] want to Hve & long snd healthy life.”

Brian's decislon to slop using ecutasy,
comes ¢a the heels of a study that could
prave to be the most serious scientifle bn-
dictment against MDMA yet.

Speaking ln Stexmboat Springs in January
at the anagat Winler Conference on Brain
Research, Dr. George Ricaurle of the Cail-
farnia lostitate for Medical Research sald
MDMA appeary to cause brain damage even
when used lo moderate dases.

Studies atso have linked MDMA to brain
damage — but onty wheo laken in large
fuses and @ research contucted with tice "
and rats. Ricaurte, howaver, ducted his H
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thermore, {or wecks after the monkeys
received ecstasy. the onty behaviotal side-
effects exhibited by the primates was a
losy of appetite,

Doblin says the reduction of serotonin
tevels in the morkeys tested was disturblng,
but that the long-teem elfects weren't ag
signlficant ay the researchers clain. |

Whes kifled for study 2Vvs mouths Iater,
monkeys that received heavy duses of ec-
Hasy by iajection had regained hall thelr
norral serotonin levels.

Doblin. whose arganization wants ec-
Masy recisssified on the federal goverp-
meat's dangerous drugs st o thal it
may be ased for research and therapy, says
another study being funded by MAPS
shoyld preve more relevant.

That study involves (he ocbservation of
29 haman volunteers who have admitled us.
ing MDMA rcpeatedly for the past five
yracy. The volunteers, who range \a age
from their early 10s to <05, have &

1o let researchers anatyre their spinat fluig
to detect whether MDMA use 18 uifeciing
thelr serotonin tevels,

“Thoze peoplt in the study have esch
used MDMA an average of 60 thmes, and
aane of them is evidencing any peurdlogi-
cal comptications.” Doblin says.

At the Uaiversity of Cotorado 8t Bonl-
der, Bill Olson, director of the drug and al-
cobol program at the Wacdenburg Stu-
dent Heslth Contar. sayy ha hae-veceived
severat o3l frum studeuts who waea(
mare information sbout the monkey study.
Hul unless researchers can directly link
MOMA to serious brain damage in bumass,
he says ecstasy I3 Hikely to remain & pop-
wlar underground “party drug" .

Olson speartieaded the CU survey of
evstasy use Last surnmer According to the
fwrvey, ecstasy ranks flith in drug popu-
Larity smong Boulder students, who Histed
alcohiol as No. 1, followed by marijuana,
psychedetic mushrooms and cocaine.

“We're stil) in the honeymoon phase
With eesiasy, " Olson 24y “People lave
been using 3 for (wo years and unly pow
& in the past six months are we secing the
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experimeats with monkeys, considered the
best prediciocs of the Buman condition.

““The bottom line I, in the monkey we're observing
toxic effects after dases of MDMA that are cnly two to
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dence of MDMA's growing popularity aaliopwide. He reters
te & survey at the University of Colorado at Boulder taxt

three times higher than those that are typicaily ingesied
by humans,” Ricsurie says.

Ricaurte says MDMA affects the monkeys abilily to
prodace & veurotransmitter csited serotonin Sclestists say
:hey Ruak “sgotamn Is mporlant in wﬁlanm sublle
anctions as mood. sigep, appetite, bicod pressure, bex-
aal betavior and aggression.

In 30ine cases, where mohkeys received daily fnjec-
tions of MDMA during » four-day period, serotonin levely
dropped by as raoch a2 0%,

that sh d cue of five studeats had used ecstasy
ane or more times.

Unlike LSD, ecstasy does not produce hallucinations
out-of-body sensations — odly, a3 one Boulder psycholoyst
described it. a feeling of diggavery and “a deeper level ol
trullifylness,” . '

Five deaths bave beeriinked 0 Ihe drog. most of thum
from overdoses that Indsced bheart arrhyihmia In people
with pected beart di Al drug sbuse centers.
therapists say peaple ybo have overdosed on MDMA sufler

Although the monkeys showed no outward changes in
behavior, the study clearly showed that MDMA could trig-
ger bealn cell damage that It was a desage-related

. Even moakeys given single oral doses of the
dirug showed a 20% 0 25% reduction in their serotonin
levels after two weeks, Ricsurie says.

“1 think the important finding is a single duse of
MDMA is toag-tertn effects in the mankey
brain,” be s3ys. “Io view of thase findings. my feeling is
that people should be extrsordlnarily careful in their use of

Dr. Stzphen Perouka, a Stanford University neurologist
and prolessor whoe conducted the stady with Ricaurte,
shares the concerns. Aa indormal pall Perouka conducled
sariier this winter indicated that cearly 40% o the undver-
sily's stud, have experimented with ecstasy. Aoother
survey corducled 8 year ago on the Stanford campus indi-
cated that fewer than 10% had used the drup.

2o~ Peconka fears that the latest survey is. {uriber ey
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y ig, pa N ted blood ure, sAUses,
Blurred vision and dehydsalion. And ecstasy bas ita more
subtle temporary side effects. After a night of “X-ing.”
users have been known (0 wake up o @ hangover — head-
aches, 3 dry moutt and d ol

Not everyone within the scientific community 1 inter
preting the monkey stady findings the same way. That -
cludes Rick Doblia, president the Multi-Disciplinary As-
sociation for Psyckedelic Studies, 3 non-profit grovp in
Sarasota, Fla., that is funding much of Ricaurte’s ard
Perouka's resesrch.

“Peaple are getting the impression that when they take
MDMA there is a risk of permanent brain damage. and no
one has ever found that,” Doblin says

Tn tse study, Doblin says, the monkeys that showed the
largest drop in serolonln received ecstasy by injection.
rather than orally. The injections, ke says, proved to be
twice as toxic as oral doses, the most popular tnethod of
taking MDMA thal it bovghs Hitegally op the sigeets. Fur-

trouble it brings ™'

Parlly because the drug s populacity
bas growa since it was outdawed. Olson 15 among the ex.
perts who disagree with the tedersl Drug Enforcement Ad
ministration’s ban on use of ecstasy for research. “I have
some mixed feelings oa this. . .. Obviously tbanning) this
drug hasa'( corlailed its yse,” Oixon sovs

Harvard University drug cesearcher [ir. Lester Grin.
3poon advocates placing MDMA on the DEA s Schedule 1§}
tis, which would bar street use but would make the drug
avaitable lor Lesting

“Every pyschiutrist whu has expernented with (s
drug will tell you it has a very interesting potential as a
psychotherapeuntic catalys(” Grinspoon says. Gringpoon
ulsy!; the DEA has sotairly lumped MDMA togethes with

. Paychologist Torkin Wakefield. who has a private prac-
tice i Boulder, notes that the drug was vsed Tegllimately
for years ay a clinical tool in psychotherapy.

“I don’t think anyone is saying this drug should be as
avallable 23 aspirin,” Wakelield says. ~But #'d like to see)
thoroughly studicd We don't have Lo be afraid of 1.”

Dr. Daniel Goldstein. 3 Denver (oxicalogist and spe-
cialist in pharmacology. takes 8 more cunscrvative stance
“This has all the hallmarks of a miracle drug that i &t
were ever let 100se on the open market it would fait," Gold
siein sa¢s. “There is absolurely no scientific data report:
ing its elfectivencss a3 @ psychotherapeutc agent. All we
have are testimenials

He also questions the drug’s non-addictive chassifles.
lion. “AHl drugs with amphctamine-like properties repre-
sent sigrulicant addiction problenis.” he says



