Basement chemists can duplicate almost any
over-the-border drug. By Hal Straus

In an age that can produce designer 1979 in Southern California, where 2 gﬂ% G I
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cigarettes and designer toilet paper, batch of “Ching White”—the street ’in"é";‘“@ﬂ%}"
sameone was bound to come up with  name for the Eneat Asian heroin—was
designer drugs. But you wor't find 2 actualy found to be an analog of fen-
fashionable name on the Iabel. De-  tanyl, a narcotic painkiller.
signer deugs are concacted by under- The appearance and euphoric of-
ground chemists who tend to mave fects of hergin and designer-fentanyl
frequently, & jump shead of the law,  were almost identica) but there was & (R
One thigg they don't need i3 fame, difference: Fentanyl packed from20 to -
The drugs are designed toskirt fed- 2, 000 times the wallop of heroin, Nov-
eral drug laws, which (until recently)  ice or low-grade users who unknow-
permitted the manufacture and use of  ingly shot their nermal doses soon
any drug not precisely defined and  discovered that the designer-fentanyl
stheduled 35 a controlfed substance. was completely lethal. It was also
By altering the molecular structure of  completely legal.
an legal drug ke heyoin or PCP (An- In 1882 another syntheticheroin ap-
gel Dust) just slightly, a basement peared in Northern California. This
chemist could make a substance asle-  one dida't kil it crippled. Users ar-
gal as, well, designer chocolate. rived at a San Jose hospital paralyzed,
This may no longer be the case, A twisted, unable to speak—victims of
tough new federal dryg bil] passed :n  brain damage similar to advanced-
October 1986 bans these chemical stage Parkinson's disease, After ex- @
epusing or “amalogs” outright, en haustive labomatory investigabion,
masse, even before they are invented.  neurchgists analyzed the culprit as
Such 1 sweeping law, however, must  MPTPE, an analog of mependine, an-
be vague scientifically, and thus far it other marcotic painicller commonly
Jxemaing unused and untested in the  known under the trade name Dem-
courts. erol, Though & clandestine chemist
Besides slight modification of chern-  could not legally produce Demerel, no
ical structure, designer variations dif-  laws at the tme prevented the synthe-
fer in one other important respect sizing of 3 meperidine-like dreg, which
from the “anginals”. Some have had turned seven people info lving
proved even more dangerous Lhan thie mMuannequins,
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drugs they were designed to imitate. Law enforcement clearly had 2
problem. Though undergrouad fabs
First was Lethal and Lega!l had been ilegally producimg LSD,

- PCP, speed and methaquatona
Designer drugs first hit the streetin (Quanludes) since the 1960s, thess
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. designer-herain episodes marked the
firat time they had made and aold fegal
heroin substitutes on a farge scale, tp
" to ity ears trying to control emported
heroin, the Drug Enforcement Admn-
tstration {DEA) now had 1o contend
with domestic chemical entrepreaeur-
ship—withour a strong legal argenal
for the job. As DEA scurmied to outlaw
one fentanyl analog, another fentanyl
“weed” would sprout almost over-

night.
100 Californians Died

s———

In 1984, Congress handed the DEA
emergeéncy scheduling ({restricting)
powels 45 a new weaapon (0 combat
the iniposing threat of designer drugs.
“Before then, it took us one to three
years to schedule one of these drugs
because of all the red tape nvalved,”
recafls Gene Haislip, DEA deputy as-
gistant  administrator.  “We  just
coukin't afford all the time. After the
1884 taw, we couid schedule a drug in
three to four months.”

_ But the “schedule lag” was still too

king. Using 3500 worth of easily ob-
tainable chemicals and lab equipment,
an underground chemist could cook up
#nd ship §1 million worth of designer
heroin in a matter of days or even
hours, Says Haislip: “Millions of doses
coud be placed in the general drug
traffie, people would die—and no
crime would have been committed! So
we went back to Congress for more
powers.”

The result is Section 1201 of the
Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986, It bans
analogs with chemical structures “sub-
stantially sunilar” to presenily con-
trofled substances. [n other words,
designer drugs are now illegal even
before they are designed—at least
that's the intent. Many experts be-
52

lieve that the law has weaknesses.

“The wording of the law is vague,”
says Gary Henderson, professor of
pharmacology st University of Califor-
nia at Davis. He has studied the fen-
tanyl drugs for a duzen years. “Whatis
ananalog? How much can you change a
chemical belore it becomes an entirely
new entity?"”

DEA’s Haislip concedes that the
1984 law might run into problems, but
sees no better solution. “Yes, the
question {of substantial similarity) can
and probably will come up. Butits an
issue that can be attested to by ex-
perts in a trial, which would be the
case even if the law weren't passed.”

According to Haislip, “sfi is now
quiet on the fentany! front,” bul not
helore cloge to 100 Califormuans died
from fentanyl-anatog  overdoses.
What's more, lab tests from state
methadone dinics suggest that thou-
sands more drug-tolerant users—per-
haps 20,000 addicis—may be regular,
unsuspecting users of the fentanyls.
and finally, fentanyl analogs have been
found as far east as New York and
eurgia, mixed in with herown and
cocaine,

Likewise, MPTP has not re-em-
arged, hut 300 probable users of the
contaminated 1982 batch are being
closely monitored for Parlanson's
symptoms, Preliminary signs of the
disease have been datected in half of
the subjects tested.

Too Expensive for Drug Barons

The reason that designer-heroin
lias not baen even more prevalent has
as much 1o do with Lhe structure of
organized crune as the structure of
molecules. Drug  syndicates  have
shown nu predilection for abandouning
ald-world drug sources, nor allowing

New drugs sprout up overnight.

upstart domestic chemisis to getinon
the action,

In addition, fentanyl productionis an
intricate  chemical process. Maost
likely, Dr. Henderson speculates, the
femanyl analogs were brewed by one
smart “independent,” who anticipated
the analog gatne and mzade a dozen or
more designer variations  simulta-
neaugly, releasing them one at a time
as each became illegal.

Though the mafia is not likely to go
into wholesale synthetic praduction
overnight, the looming menace of de-
signer-heromn should not be underesti-
mated. Federal drug policy has long
been predicated on intercepting for-
cign organic heroin and persuadmg
foreign govermrnenis to control thew
own sgniculiural outpul. The flond of
cheap hergin on the strects suggests
that the policy has not been entirely
effective. HHowever, the rore suc-
cessful the policy becomes, the more
the siage will be set for designer ana-
logs and the kind of poor guality con-
trol  exhibiled by the Calforma
designer-herom debacles. With ad-
vances in American synthetic chemys-
try, foreign orgamic heroin may
become obsolete,

There is, unfortunately, more bad
news: The potential for desipner or
otherwise menacing drugs 1s not bun-
ited ta heroin. Analog possibililies for
other illegal drugs are virtually limit-
less. The same patural jaws Lhat pro-
vide the molecular backdrop for
medicine create the context for thou-
sands of drups of medical use and for
thausands of drugs of recreational
abuse,

B "Designer” Cokle. Street chem-
istry has recently come up with 2 puni-
fied, highly potent, cocaine distillate
knowm as “crack.” 1t brought an epl-
denuc of addiction and several deaths.
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Crack preparation ig within the grasp
of any cook who has a kitchen, a box of
baking soda, and g kilchen stove,

But though cocaine purification is
fairly simple, imifafion is not. The un-
derground chemist’s usual method-—
madng & mid stimulant like calfeine
with a topical dental anesthetic such as
benzocaing or lidocaine—numbs the
sinuses, but falls far short of the coke
“rush.” While naive users (or those ac-
custorned to lousy cocaine) may be
fooled, habitual snorters can typically
detect the deception in a short time.

Producing synthetic cocaine in the
lab is even more problematic, requir-
ing thousands of dollars in b
apparatus.

The potential for producing de-
signer-cocaine, however, may mean
that this drug problem won't be solved
just by Lightening our borders. A
crackdown on imported cocame could
make the synihetic version cost-effec-
tve. As Henderson says, “If the gov-
ernment were able i cut off the
foreign supply . . . we would have
synthetic desygner-coke in this coun-
try in 30 days.”

M Black Beauiies. In the late

-1970s, a rash of legal amphetamine

“lockaltkes” were marketed by apeed
pill minifacienies to cash tn on the drug
and diet craze. Ads for some were
gven carnied in mail-order sections of
mamstrearmn  consumer  Magazines.
Made to look just like "black beau-
ties,"” “purple hearts,” or other popu-
lar pil forms, they actually contained
caffeine, ephedrine {a vascular con-
strictor), and phenylpropanolamine
{PPA}, an amphetamine analog that is
an active ingredient in many over-the-
counter diet pills and cold remadies
such as Contace,

Real amphebamine production is as
widespread as ever, of course,
)

M Female Marijuana, “Designer
botanists” have been able Lo grow es-
pecially potent straing of pot known as
"sensimilla,” Removing the male part
of a marijuana plant before sexval ma.
turity stimulates the female buds to
exude several times the amount of
cannabis resins.

The case of synthetic marfjuana,
however, is similar to synthetic heroin
and cocaine: Usdergroned chesmists
have found it difficult to match e Wi
mate Underground Chemist—nature.

THC, the active ingredient in mari-

juana, was firsi synthesized in the
early 1970s through a complex, coslly
procedure far beyond the skills of most
clandestine labs.
M Ecstirsy. It was probably inevita-
ble that the DEA's sweeping pounce
on designer drugs would trap gt least
one small animal along with the dan.
gerous big game. Consider MDMA,
better known by s exolic street
name, Ecstasy.

A mild paychedelic, similar in effect
to mescaline and LSD yet reportedly
without visual hallucinations, MOMA
was first aynthesized in 1914 by
Merck but was aever marketed. It
was zll but forgotten untl the mid-
1970s when several psychiatrists—
impressed  with the drug's
insight-enhancing benefits—began to
use it as a catalyst in therapy.

Inluly 1985, DEA classifed MDMA
in Schedule [, alongside heroin, LSD,
and the designer-fentanyls as a drug
with "high potential for abuse and o
medical usefulness.” The action
roused a storm of protest from paychi-
atrists and researchers who belisve
that MDMA has enormous therapeu-
tic potential.

“It enhances trust, empathy, posi-
tve feelings, and makes people ess
defensive, aliowing them lo explore in-

Many drugs can be cooked in kitchens.

ternal areas that are ordinarily unavail-
shile to them, * says Lester Grinspoon,
Harvard professor of psychiatry.
Even the drug's most ardent advo-
cates do not support de-schedoling bat
te-scheduling, into  Schedule I
where research on MDMA would not
be so severely restricted. Though
DEA insists thal apecial regisirabion
procedures will expedite legitimate
MDMA research, the drug's propo-
nents are skeptical, “Anyone who has
attempted to do regearch on 2 Sched-

uie I drug knows that one year of his

professional life will be davoted to hop-
ping over bureaucratic jump ropes,”
statezs Dr. Grinspoon. “On MDMA,
we need data from the laboratory and
the clinical setting, not the streets.”

Safety Vs. Progress

Not all consequences of designer
drugs have been bad. Besides MD-
MA's apparent psychotherapeutic
value, other drugs. like THC are used
in cancer chermotherapy and glaucotna
treatment, and the tragic MPTP epi-
sode has wonically led to a better un-
derstanding of Parkanson's Disease, a
complex neurotogical disease that af-
fhicts 350,000 Americans.

Many experts believe thar some of
the money now spent on enfarcement
would be much better applied to re-
search on the peychological and gocial
causes of addiction, resesrch on the
drugs themselves, and publec educa-
tion. The MDMA rconlroversy 18 a
case in point. Chssifying the drog in
Schedule [ tus effectively halted all
clinical use and vesearch but hag done
little to curb underground production
or streef abuse, v

Hal Straus is g freelance wriler spe-
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