Cocaine

Cocaine base is cocaine in its chemically most natural state. It is the material that is extracted from coca leaf and forms a significant part of the coca paste produced in illicit laboratories and which is subsequently converted into cocaine hydrochloride powder.

The majority of powdered cocaine that enters and is used in the UK is in the form of its salt cocaine hydrochloride.  Cocaine hydrochloride is water soluble but not volatile and therefore cannot be smoked. Cocaine base on the other hand melts and then vaporises at 90-98°C without decomposition, making it ideal for smoking. As most of the cocaine that enters the UK is cocaine hydrochloride it has to be converted back to cocaine base if the requirement is to be able to smoke the drug and there are several means by which this can be achieved. In the 1970s and 1980s the most common of these involved using solvents to help extract the drug, resulting in a product known as ‘freebase’. The practice was dangerous as the solvents used, such as ether, were invariably flammable.

Crack is cocaine base that has been converted from cocaine hydrochloride specifically for smoking. Chemically and in its effects crack is no different to ‘freebase’, but from a forensic science perspective crack is the material produced by converting cocaine hydrochloride to cocaine base using one of two very specific and relatively safe methods, both involving either sodium bicarbonate or, less likely, ammonia solution. The crack produced by these methods is generally, but not always, characterised by its off-white, wax-like appearance.

Key Endorse findings on cocaine hydrochloride:
· The results indicate that, at the point of manufacture, the purity of cocaine hydrochloride powder that ultimately reached the UK was approximately 90%.

· The majority of imported cocaine hydrochloride had been adulterated to some extent and this served to bring the weighted mean average purity at importation down to approximately 75%.
· Levamisole was the most common adulterant before importation. Results indicate that the amount of this substance present was unlikely to exceed 10%.
· Cocaine powders were heavily diluted after importation into the UK and the weighted mean cocaine purity at local dealer level (25-100gms) was 21%. This figure may also reflect the general quality of the drug for end users, many of whom were using a product containing less than 10% of active constituent.
· After levamisole, benzocaine was by far the most frequently used adulterant and was added almost exclusively within the UK. The amount of benzocaine imported to supply the UK market probably exceeded the amount of cocaine powder trafficked into the country.
· Some dealers were diluting, re-pressing and re-branding cocaine powders to produce a product that imitated wholesale commodity. Typically this could increase profits two to four-fold.

Key Endorse findings on crack cocaine:
· Results support the view that the crack used by the UK market is still largely produced within the UK and that importation of crack is not a significant problem.
· The quality of crack is poor with the weighted mean purity being in the region of 26% cocaine and more than half of samples containing less than 20% of the drug.
· Adulteration patterns tended to mimic those in cocaine powders to a large extent except in respect of phenacetin.
· Phenacetin is becoming synonymous with crack, occurring in the majority of samples, with its addition perhaps becoming an established part of the crack production process.

