Heroin

Heroin is the common name for the drug diacetylmorphine (diamorphine) which is formed by treating morphine with an acetylating agent such as acetic anhydride. It is also the name that might be given to diamorphine hydrochloride, which is produced by treating diamorphine with hydrochloric acid. The conversion to the hydrochloride salt serves, amongst other things, to make the drug water soluble and is the form of the drug most commonly used in legitimate medical practice. In their purest forms both diamorphine and diamorphine hydrochloride are white powders.

Heroin is also the generic name given to illicit powders containing either diamorphine or diamorphine hydrochloride. The vast majority of such powders encountered in the UK are brown in colour and will contain a number of other substances which are either impurities derived from the opium starting material and manufacturing process or which have been deliberately added post-manufacture.

Key Endorse findings:

· Analysis indicates that the quality of the heroin powder that enters the UK is very consistent at the point of manufacture, with a diamorphine purity of approximately 67%. It is not known if this level of consistency exists across the whole of the heroin manufacturing region or if it reflects the fact that the majority of the heroin destined for the UK is manufactured in a localised area.

· Most of the heroin powder seized in the UK contains diamorphine in its base form.

· Data from all seizures indicates that as much as two-thirds of the heroin powder entering the UK may be unadulterated. However, analysis of police seizures suggests that 99% of the product is adulterated prior to reaching the street.

· Approximately 5% of the heroin powder seized at or soon after the time of entry to the UK contained caffeine only. The chronological patterns of seizures of this type of heroin by all agencies indicate that this particular supply of drug may have been significantly disrupted for a short time.

· Heroin powder containing caffeine and paracetamol is the type most likely to reach the streets in the UK. The circumstances and nature of the larger seizures show that wholesale adulteration of heroin with a mixture of these two compounds most probably occurs before the powder is brought into the UK, but not exclusively so. There is clear evidence that adulteration of heroin powders with caffeine and paracetamol additionally occurs at other points along the UK supply line and may predominate in the region between wholesale and final distribution.

· There is no evidence of heroin adulterated with paracetamol alone being brought into the UK, which may provide the first evidence that paracetamol may be the adulterant of choice within this country.

· Approximately 2.5% of the heroin powder seized in the UK contained either one or any combination of phenobarbitone, diazepam, caffeine, paracetamol and occasionally phenolphthalein. It has been suggested in the past that this type of heroin may be distributed from the Indian sub-continent.

