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AAAS examines effects of “ecstasy”

Feature

By Simson L. Garfinkel
SAN FRANCISCO - The
drug MDMA, also known as * ‘ec-
stasy,” was the center-stage star
of a day-long symposium on de-

sxgncr drugb at this year's annual
meeting of the Amcrican AS$s0Ci-
ation for the Advancement of
Science.

fn recent years, MDMA has
become a popular drug for some
students at MIT. Users report
that the drug lets them be more
open and frusting, makes it casier

for them to communicaie their
feelings, and that it is non-ad-
dicting. But severat scientists at
last week's symposium cautioned
against MDMA’s recrcational use
because of the drug’s unknown
neurotoxicity potential in
humans.

Use spread in this decade

MDMA was patented in 1914
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AAAS studies recreatlohal drug

(Continved from page 1)
drug was sold openly in bars, of-

ten accompanied by advertise-

ments in windows and price wars
between establishments on oppo-.
site sides of the street.

Bakalar said that it was dunng
this time period that the drug ac-
quired the name “gcstasy” — not

so much as a description of howf

it makes the user feel, but as a
marketing strategy, “like calling a
detergent ‘Cheer. ”

On July 1, 1985, the drug was
put on the Drug Enforcement

Agency’s “Schedule 1”7 — a clas-

sification for chemicals with a
high potential for abuse and no
medically-accepted practical ap-
plications, Although there have
been several lawsuits seeking to
change the drug’s scheduling,
MDMA’ status on Schedule 1
was reaffirmed in 1988,

" Nevertheless, the drug contin-
ues to be popular and easily
found on college campuses. A re-
cent survey at Stanford found

that nearly 30 percent of the un- -

dergraduates in 1987 had tried
the drug at least once, said Ste-
phen J. Peroutka, who conduct—
ed the study.

The University of Colorado re-
ported that 20 percent of its un-

dergraduates had used MDMA at .

least once, and a major school on
the East Coast, that prefers to be
unnamed, reported that 17 per-
cent of its student body had tried
the drug, Peroutka said. There is
also a growing “acid house” cul-

. ture surrounding MDMA, which

combines the drug with rock mu-
sic at selected night clubs in Man-
hattan and San Francisco.

“It’s almost impossible to get
an accurate sense of how many
people have taken this drug fand)
how many people are takmg thls
he said. )

f; - . Chemical action
MDMA works, Peroutka said,
by causing certain neurons in the

- brain to release serotonin, a neu-

rotransmitter, which results in a
sudden drop of the brain’s sero-

" tonin levels. Within 12 hours the

amount of serotonin, also called
SHT, returns to normal.

“The problem is that subacute-
Iy — days to weeks to months
and even a year later — it de-
stroys SHT nerve terminals, re-

" sults in long-term depletions of

the brain serotonin levels.” That

- reduction can last for many

months, Peroutka said.
While SHT levels in the brain
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. does,”

eventually’ tetum to normal,

MDMA .appears to inflict lasting-.
changes in the brain, Electron. .
microscope studies of the brajns_ -
of rats have shown that there are

two types of SHT terminals —

called “D” types and “M” types, '
.Peroutka said, In normal brains,

“D” terminals- account_ for ap-
prommateiy 80, percent of the

SHT terminals, while “M” termi--

nals account for 20 percent.
A few days after the rats were

“given MDMA, he said, the “D.

terminals -themselves are simply
gone.” While the SHT terminals
appear to regenerate, all of the
re;grown terminals that were ex-

. amined were of the *M” type.

Thus, rat brains studied one year
after exposure to MDMA had
only “M” terminals.

The studies were performed at
a laboratory at Johns Hopkins
University. Rats were given 5 mil-
ligram of MDMA per kilogram

of their body wexght Typxcal hu- -

man dosage for the drug is 2 mil-
ligrams per kilogram of body
weight, or about 150 milligrams.
“Even though there is recovery,
it's not identical recovery. There
are different nerve cells, different
origins, that are sprouting and
returning to innovate the cortex.
Obviously, the implications of
this are unknown,” he said.
Peroutka cautioned that these
results from rat brains might not
be directly applicable to the

brains of humans. However,

higher order brains appear to be
more sensitive than simple brains
to the neurotoxological effects of
the drug, he said.

While certain chemicals can

prevent MDMA’s damage to’

brain cells, these chemicals ap-
pear to also eliminate the mind-

,altering effects of the drug. Per-
- " -outka told of 'a woman who had.
been prescribed such a chcmxcal

known as a serotonin uptake
blocker, for depression. “Now,
when she takes MDMA, nothing
happens,” he said.

None of the other scientists
speaking at the symposium would
comment on the significance of

_the new findings.

“We really still don’t have a
good idea of what [serotonin]
Peroutka said. He sus-
pected that a person who had lost
90 percent of the ability to make
serotonin  would suffer depres-
sion and insomnia,

“Is {(MDMA] a human neuro-
toxin?” Peroutka asked. “There
is no data to suggest that it is.

Bit there are hmts » Those hil
include:

@ The fact that MDMA is
non-addxctmg, and that very few

. people have been found who fake

it more than a dozen times. Per-
outka hypothesized that MDMA
might destroy the very regions of
the brain which it acts upon o
produce its “high.” i i

@ The fact that the first dose
of MDMA is reported to be al-
most always different and almost
always better than any others.

® The fact that MDMA looses
its potency with increased use.
One Stanford student was report-
ed to say that “freshmen love it,
sophomores like it, juniors are
indifferent to it and seniors are
afraid of it.”

“What does it mean if some-
body is knocking off 80 percent
of their SHT terminals at age 25?7
Will they just resprout and you’ll
have enough to get you through
your life?” Medical science just
doesn’t know, he said.

Calls for more studies ignomd

Research findings such as thes
— as well as the largely anecdota%
accounts of MDMA’s helpfulness
in, psychotherapy -~ loudly call
out for the need of further re-
search, particularly research in
humans. Many researchers pre-
sent at the symposium said that
the Drug Enforcement Agency
and the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration have made such research
impossible.

The FDA has rejected ail apph~
cations to study the drug in hu-
mans because of the unresolved
question of human neurotoxicity,
said Jerome Beck, a researcher at
the University of California
School of Public Health. Even
studies which would use terminal-
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government will have to “dance”
with American banks in order to
find an appropriate solution. .

Deregulation and privatization

" are also bemg explored; the BOV-

ly ill cancer patients have been re-

jected, on the grounds that peo- °
,ple who are about to_die are
entitled to the same protection -

under the law as healthy people.

Nevertheless, the FDA allows
drugs with similar toxicity on the
market. One such drug, fenflura-
mine, is commonly used for long
periods of time for the treatment
of obesity, said Reese Jones, who
directs a laboratory which tests
Schedule 1 drugs at the Universi-
ty of California at San Francisco.

“The main problem with
MDMA is that many people in
power feel that it [is so heavily
abused] that it needs to be treat-
ed in a very special way,” he said.

ernment is currently trying to pri-
vatize its telecommunications and
transportation sectors. Import
permits and tariffs decreased
considerably last year, accordmg
to Berenstein, -

Economics and social unrest

Nevy warned against the social
instabilty that might emerge from
the Mexican economic crisis.
Workers’ real wages have
dropped 40 percent in the past
years, and social service expendi-
tures have been cut in order to
trim the budget, Nevy said.

There have been threats of a
‘general Sirike by the leading la-
bor umon, Confederacxon de ~
Trabajadores Mexicanos’ (CTM),

- and-other instances of social un-

rest, according to Tellez.

In a unifying measure, the gov-
ernment late last year produced a
social pact, “Pacto de Solidari-
dad,” among government offi-
cials, workers and business lead-
ers. These sectors agreed not to
raise prices or wages beyond cer-
tain limits in order to stop m-
flation.

For this pact to succeed Mexx-
co must settle its debt, which
takes approximately six percent

- of the GDP every year, Tellez

remarked.

tucional (PRI), said that
tion to debt, dru
democracy are the maj
lems facing Mexico. He
that these three factors a1
_connected with the Unite
the major consumer of
drugs and the principal
of the Mexican debt.

Heroles, a supporter of
position party Frente Der
Nacional (FDN), said tha
¢o must change its electo!
if it is to become 3 plural
ciety. He argued that t
Mexican presidential e
should have been nullifi
cause of fraudulent mo
governors, PRI officia.
union leaders.

The PRI has been out of
with Mexican society, and tl
plains the party’s growing u
ularity, according to Herole

He claimed that the PRI
down when Cuactemoc Car
began to ask for democrati
maries, which other PRI of
refused. Cardenas later fo
the FDN, which Heroles be
is the ultimate challeng‘_ t<
PRI :

According to Zei)édua, the
ferent pressures the Mexican
ernment now face come |

“abroad (banks and multmau

industries), below (thé grov
middle class and the work
and inside (Cardenas and I¢
leaders). The government,

chy behgggg!__g&gg, Mexico___said st dante. et



