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What does the purity of drugs
tell us about the drugs market?
And which drugs are the most
adulterated? Sam Hart talks to
drug intelligence expert Les

King about quality control in
the illicit drugs economy.

You pay for what you get. Economic laws usually dictate that
the better the quality of an item, the more you can expect to
pay. And purchasers of recreational drugs could be forgiven for
thinking the same rules apply to them - customers paying
above the odds for a gram of cocaine might expect a superior
product. But raw statistics show that in reality the price and
purity of drugs bear little relation to each other.

“You might expect there to be a relationship between price
and purity, but this is rarely the case,” says Dr Les King, retired
head of the drugs intelligence unit at Forensic Science Service
(FSS) — an organisation which analyses drugs seized by the
police and customs. “The truth is that dealers and users will
only have the crudest notions about how pure a drug is and
will lack the means to find out.”

In fact drug purity varies widely depending on the type of
substance and when and where it is seized. Seizures at
customs have found that cocaine, for example, is around 70
per cent pure when it is imported into the UK from
Columbia. However, there has been a steady decline in the
purity of the drug sold at street level, with most samples
containing around 30 per cent cocaine and a few containing
more than 50 per cent - suggesting that UK dealers are
cutting the drug heavily before it reaches users.

And there is no guarantee that a dealer selling ‘cheap’
cocaine at £30 a gram and ‘high quality’ cocaine at £50 a gram
will be selling different strength products. Cocaine use has
gone up faster than any other drug,” explains Dr King. “So it
could be that demand is outstripping supply and dealers are
cutting the drug heavily to make it go further.”

Similarly, amphetamine is, in the main, produced in the
Netherlands with purity levels at around 40 per cent. It is sold
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at this strength throughout most of Europe. However, seizures
at street level in the UK have shown the drug to be on
average only 10 per cent pure — again suggesting high levels
of adulteration by UK dealers. And it seems that levels of
dilution are higher the further north you go — analysis has
found that in Scotland drugs are generally less pure than
elsewhere in the UK. “This is possibly because it is further
away from the main importation sites of Felixstowe and
Dover, so the drugs have had a chance to go through more
dealers,” explains Dr King.

But although cutting agents are often blamed for harmful
side effects in users, analysis has found that drugs are
rarely cut with anything more malign than glucose,
benzocaine and paracetamol. “Almost all adulterants are
entirely innocuous,” says Dr King. “We never really see
dilution of drugs with harmful things except in isolated
incidents. It would be in no-one’s interest. Dealers want the
customer to come back next week.”

But not all drugs are subject to heavy adulteration when
they enter the country. Apart from the kind of fluctuations
which saw a drop in quality in southern England last summer,
heroin tends to remain at similar levels of purity from when it
is first imported to when it is sold on the streets.

“A lot of people assume that heroin is heavily cut after it
gets imported,” says Dr King. “You might expect dealers to
dilute it in order to improve profit, but we know it doesn’t
happen. When we look at the purity of what is seized at
customs and compare it with police seizures, we find there is
very little difference. Only a little bit of cutting goes on. We
don’t really know why this should be the case, but it is.”

This anomaly can have a serious and unjust effect on the
sentencing of dealers. “For some years, prosecutors assumed
that if you had high grade heroin you were necessarily going
to dilute it and make more money,” explains Dr King. “This
would be reflected in the sentence. Sentencing guidelines for
importing large quantities still take purity into consideration,
but this is a doubtful assumption.”

The potency of cannabis has risen considerably in recent
years. UK-based cannabis factories are churning out herbal
varieties that are three times as strong as the imported
cannabis resin which previously dominated the domestic
market. “With cannabis we determine potency by measuring
THC ~ the active ingredient,” says Dr King. “The THC content
in imported cannabis resin (which now accounts for less than
10 per cent of the UK market) stands at around five per cent,
compared with 15 per cent for the home-grown product.”

The higher levels of potency have been used by the
Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) as a reason for the
reclassification of cannabis from C to B - the presumption
being that the new potent strains of cannabis are more
dangerous. But King says this argument may not hold water.
“It is not necessarily true that it is more harmful. Wine is no
more dangerous than beer even though it is twice as strong.”

When customs or the police make a seizure, they have the
option of sending a sample to one of two main government
agencies — the Forensic Science Service or LGC Forensics
where it is identified, weighed and, in some cases, analysed
for purity. The purity of a drug is sometimes required by the
courts in order to inform sentencing. It may also be needed by
the police to help them piece together a drug profile.




“If the police seize drugs from one source they may suspect
that they have come from a particular dealer,” says Dr King.
“In order to determine if this is the case they will ask for a
purity test on the seized sample to see if matches with
previous seizures from the suspected dealer.”

WE NEVER REALLY SEE DILUTION OF DRUGS
WITH HARMFUL THINGS EXCEPT IN
ISOLATED INCIDENTS. IT WOULD BE IN
NO-ONE'S INTEREST. BEALERS WANT THE
CUSTOMER TO COME BACK NEXT WEEK

Although there is generally little correlation between purity
and price, information on the cost of drugs is highly prized as
it helps courts to make decisions about how much offenders
should pay out in confiscation orders. It also delivers valuable
intelligence to law enforcement agencies and policy makers.
“We know, for example, that heroin decreased in price from
the late 90s to 2004,” says Geoff Monaghan, a former drug
pricing expert at the Metropolitan Police. “This means that it
is now much more available and accessible to younger users.
This kind of information is useful, because it should inform
thinking about government drug policy.”

The most reliable way of determining price is through
covert drug purchases, in which officers posing as users buy
drugs from dealers. “That way you get all kinds of detailed
and accurate information,” says Monaghan. “Not only do we
know the exact price, but also the location, date, age and
nationality of the dealer. There are other methods, but this is
by far the most reliable.”

However, close scrutiny of price data may make depressing
reading for law enforcement agencies. Large seizures of drugs
by customs or the police often make headlines, suggesting
that the war on drugs is being won. And the laws of
economics would suggest that removing large amounts of
drugs from circulation should result in corresponding price
rises — the rarer a commodity, the more expensive it should
be. Yet there is little evidence to support this.

“There is no evidence to suggest that these seizures have
an effect on price,” says Dr King. “Not because economics is
not working but because the amount of drugs being
confiscated is simply not significant enough. The police seize
fewer than 10 per cent of the drugs in circulation. Customs
seize slightly more - somewhere between 10 and 20 per cent,
but nowhere near enough to make an impact on price. The
truth is we are only seizing a small percentage of the drugs
that are out there””

I Sam Hart is a freelance journalist
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