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Future Drugs: 
the Next 10 Years 

Alexander T. Shulgin 

T
wenty years ago, I received a 
contract from the National 
Commission on Marihuana and 
Drug Abuse to write a report 

speculating what new drug the next 
two decades might bri ng. Some of these 
speculation proved to be accurate and 
some fell quite wide of the mark. All of 
them called upon the existence of a 
large body of published literature that 
had been ignored or not, recognized by 
policy maker . 

The accurate predictions 'ucceedcd 
either becau 'e of economic factor or 
because certain types of drugs attracted 
a great deal of altention from the gov­
ernment and the press while other did 
not. The less accu-
rate guesses were 

narcotic or a psychedelic, is a pas age 
through a door. Even if it is subse­
quently clo ed by law enforcement, 
there is no way of hiding the next dis­
covery. These doors of perception are 
not closed by legal proscription; they 
are discovered because of it. They would 
not be sought were the prohibitions not 
in efTect. 

J\.1 aki ng predictions about a contro­
versial topic is always ullcomf()rtahle. 
Unlocking future possibilities mightbe 
seen a' providing guidelines for the 
action of others. People will blame the 
messenger for the me ·sage. However, I 
am pre enting the e ideas simply a 
possibilities based upon existing 'cien-

come ea:ier. Furthermon" a sllIall!"r 
dosage will make any detection of tile 
drug in urine more diflicult. In gelH'ral. 
increased potency is u natural by-prod­
uct of illegality. 

The new drugs will be modifications 
of known drugs, ratiH'r than dis("lI\("r­
ies that are new alld unpredictable. I 
The illicit chemist doc: not have the 
capacity for creating, :creening and 
developing new chemical sy, tcm: . The I 
modification of known compounds i: 
historically the most 'oll1mon proc('ss 
of drug development. Even in indus­
trial pharmac(>utical research, most 
new material. arc simply older, kno\\ n 
drugs that have undergone some minor 
stwctural modifications. Because 0(' 
economics, companies produce paL<-nl­
oble competitors to prolotype drug:, 
which already have patents and \.,.hicll 
enjoy medical popularity and large 
sa les. A structural modification of a 
comm rcially successful drug may al­
low ci I"clllllv('nl ion IIf n n ('x isli ng pOI I C 'II I . 
whilt, still mainlaining lhe d('sil"l-d cor­
fect. In a completely analogous man­
ner, a structural modificati on of all 
illegal drug may allow circull1\'('llliC,1l 
of an existing 'cheduled :tatu~, wllile' 
sti ll maintaining the desired fTeel. 

New drug · will appear in five nr-
ca'. One of tlwse , th· 

wrong not becau e of 
faulty pharmacol­
ogy, but because the 
majority of non­
medical drug u er 
did not choo e to ex­
plore those direc­
tions. 

One way to 
imagine the creation 
of new drugs is to vi­
sualize a serie' of 

The discovery of a new compound, be it a 
stimulant, a sedative, a narcotic or a 

psychedelic, is a passage through a door. Even 
if it is subsequently closed by law enforcement, 

there is no way of hiding the next discovery. 

anabolic steroids, will 
not be discussed here a . 
it lie completelyoutsid(' 
of my own experience. 
The enhancement of the 
psychotropic aspec l: 
that can accompany ste­
roid u 'e is not the pri­
mary goal or til(' U SPI". 

The ollwl" fOUl" an'<l S [In-: 
sedatives (including 
narcotics and depre:-

open doors, each new 
and undiscovered door being some­
where beyond the earlier known one. If 
an explorer who is earching for. ome 
per onal grail goes through one door, 
he knows that there is another up 
ahead. The di covery of a new com­
pound, be it a stimulant, a sedative, a 
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tific fact and logical scientific 
extrapolation. 

General predictions: more 
potency and more variety 
The empha is of the illicit chemist 

will be placed on ever increasing po­
tency, even though this might require a 
correspondingly increa ed difficulty in 
synthesi . The rea 'on is simple; high 
potency translates to small bulk. As an 
active do 'age becomes maller, the cale 
of synthesis becomes smaller. The pro­
curement of raw material , the con­
cealment of the laboratory, and the 
ultimate di tribution of product nil be-

sants), s l il11ulanls (in­
cluding antidepres:ants and ('ncr ~ i z.­
er ), dissociative anesthetics. and the 
psychedel ic . Each ha ' i ts o\~ n 
prognosis. 

Depressants: heroin and 
heroin substitutes 
There will certainly continue to be 

a significant upply 'of heroin. The 
opi urn crops in outheast A~ia a nd other 
place are larger than ever befor . ollle 
of the native alkaloid. of opium can lw 
converted to variation ' of the 'o-ral\( (1 
Bentley compounds, \\ hich are of ('x­
ceptional potency and could prove dilli ­
cult to detect. But the continual, inex­
pensive n va i Inbi I i ty ofhcroi n \\; i 11m i Jl i-
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I liZ(! the need fill' the introduction of 
ynthetic ~uh .. titutc: that call upon 

opillm c()mponcnt~ :uch a: morphine, 
oripavine or til bainc. 

'cw drugs that act like heroin, but 
which cnn he made without plant·, will 

IIrely inducic structural variations of 
th' dramatically potent narcotic, 
fl'ntanyl. The total active dose of these 
drug: for one individunl is Ie '. than a 
Jllicro~ram (OIl(' millionth ofa gram). A 
alll(,. poon ful wi II h' ahlc to keep a 

large l'ily supplicd fi)r a year. 
~lljdifil'ati()ns of the structure of 

l1H'p('rid i IH' (1l<'Il11'rol) and orthc c1ost'ly 
rl'I.I\t'd narcotic:\1 PPI' have led to drugs 
with a thousandfold increa. e of po­
tency. 1,1I1Y of these have hcen in the 
li\pratur(' 1(11' vear . ., and tlH'Y can he 
• ~ 11 Iw.·iz('(1 without III(' \1St' 1;1' sophis­
ticated l'quipmenl. Structural modifi­
cations of thcse high-potency :ubsti­
lute would be a relatively uncompli­
catlCi task. 

Stimulants: cocaine and 
methamphetamine will 
remain dominant 
The d 'v 'Iopnwnt of new and highly 

potent :ti mulant: i: not anticipated, a. 
lhlre 'C('Ill, to II, a complet!'ly sat i:fied 
('ocailH' and ml'thamphetamin(' mar-
11'l. \ IlI'W routL' of admini:tration 
( mokinl') has h(.'t'n prom0ted, but the 
eh mical idl'lltities arc unchanged. If, 
dul' II :(lIlW dHlnge in production or 
1I1.lIll'I i 1lJ,!, cocai IH' Wl'l"(' to hecome less 
.I 'ailahle, I Iwli('ve that domestically 

nth ':ized methamphetamine and 
a l'ept.lhle :ubstitutc: would h 'com 
incl a. ingly popular. If more law en­
j(lIl'l'll1enl \ U'l' to he directed to the 
'tJlTl'nt l.v popular pl'eeul'sors and "(':­
ential" !'l'agl'nl chemicals, then 

changl': would certainly he seen in the 
manufacturing process. There would 
I c a renewed search fOl' methods and 
pn'cursors that attract less oOicial 
; llell t ion. 

Ephedrine, phenylpropanolamine, 
, nil plwnylacetic acid (or 'ome precur­
,or to it! will remain plentiful, easily 
ohtainable and will have industrial u:eo' 
out 'iell' of the illicit stimulant trnd('. 
, 'ient ificlit<'ralur 'alrcadyofTt'rs many 
n '\\' \\ays of employ ing the 'e raw ma­
terial. . Phenyl pl'opanolamine 
(noJ"('plwd ri nl') can Ill' cond('nsl'd with 

imple kl'lones such as acetone, to pro­
vide o.·azolidines that are known to be 
effective stim ulants. Easily made 
oxazol i nes can he modeled after 
lIlethylarninol'cx, 1l-·1-E-uh, which 

come directly from ephedrine and cy­
anogen bromide. Both of these hetero­
cyclic systems arc amenable to imagi­
native variation. The. imple oxidation 
of eph('drine with either pota. sium 
permanganate or dichl'omate, produce 
the stimulant ephedrone, which has 
heen available in the treet trade in the 
Soviet Union but is still relatively un­
known elsewhere. 

Dissociative anesthetics: 
a steady market for 
escape from pain 
The availability of, and demand 

for, P 'P and ketamine arc well estab­
lished. A arc. ult, there is little rea on 
to expect much change in drug usc 
pattl'rns in thi: an'a. If tIll' raw matc­
rials needed to make PCP were not 
available, similar known drugs could 
be brought into the traffic picture. orne 
have already appeared and have b en 
criminalized. Acommercinlly available 
drug with a similar action profile, 
tiletamine had been considered for 
criminalizing by the U.S. Drug En­
forcement Administl'3tion. Remark­
ably, the DEA ha ignored it. There 
have been many res('arch studies made 
on dizocilpinc (l\IK-801) and related 
henzylamineo', which arc being cau­
tiously introduced into clinical practice 
and share some propertie with the 
PCP family. 

Simple piperazines, such a. N-(m­
trinuomrncthylphenyl )piperazine and 
N-henzylpiperazine have had some 
popularity in Europe. The first is re­
ported to be a hallucinogen reminis­
cent of PCP, and the second i. more 
stimulant-like in nature. Both are ex­
tr'emelysimple molecules tosynthe. ize, 
both arc readily modifiable structurally, 
and either they or simple relative 
might appear ifthcre isa need to explore 
:ome PCP uh. titute. 

The principal use for drug in the 
di.'.ociative ane'thetic area i in af­
fording. orne escape from pain, either 
physical or emotional. Ifthi. need can­
not be met with drug' in thi.' particular 
phar'macological category. it will b met. 
with substitutes from the narcotic 
world, which would serve this purpose 
equally well. 

Psychedelics: an active 
process of change and 
development 
Only this group ofpharmacolof.,rical 

agents appears to he actively changing 
and cievploping. Wherca: new develop-

DEA Power to Prohibit 
Drugs to be Reviewed 
by U.S. Supreme Court 

Does the U.S. Drug Enforcement 
Administration, a law enforcement 
agency, have the unlimited power to 
decide which drugs are legal, regard­
less of medical evidence? 

The Supreme Court is consider­
ing this question now in a criminal 
case (Touby v. United States, No. 90-
6282) involving 4-methylaminorex, a 
stimulant known as U-4-E-uh (pro­
nounced "euphoria"). The DEA has 
illegalized U-4-E-uh by placing it un­
der Schedule 1 of the Controlled Sub­
stances Act of 1970. Schedule 1 drugs 
cannot be sold over the counter or 
prescribed by a doctor. In 1984, Con­
gress gave the DEA, through the At­
torney General, emergency schedul­
ing authority. The D EA may now tem­
porarily schedule a drug without 
holding any hearings and without re­
ceiving health and medical findings 
from any other agency, The decision 
of the DEA also cannot be reviewed 
by a court. In essence, Congress 
gave the DEA the authority to over­
rule the Food and Drug Administra­
tion, the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse, the Department of Health and 
Human Services and even, some 
think, the courts and Congress. 

The issue in the Touby case is 
whether the authority of the DEA is an 
unconstitutional delegation of legis­
lative authority to the executive 
branch. The District Court upheld the 
DEA's emergency scheduling au­
thority, and the Third Circuit Court of 
Appeals agreed in a 2-1 decision. 
Toubyv. United States, 909 F.2d 759 
(3rd Cir. 1990). However, the Third 
Circuit decision is inconsistent with a 
unanimous 10th Circuit decision con­
cluding that the authority was uncon­
stitutional. United States v. 
Widdowson, 916 F.2d 587 (10th Cir. 
1990). The Supreme Court is review­
ing the case to deal with the split 
among circuit courts. 
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ments of narcotics Over the COIll­

and stimulants pro­
duce changes largely 
limited to potcncy 
and to legal risk, 
slight changes in 
molecular structure 
of psychedelics can 
effect dramatic 
change in the qual­
ity of the psychologi­
cal action. 

I do not antici­
pate any variation of 
marijuana in thc 

If we want to create a healthier society in the next 
decade, our drug policy emphasis should be 

reversed and be focused on the legal drugs rather 
than the illegal ones. It should be focused on 

prevention through education, rather than 
prohibition through law enforcement. 

ing 10 years, the 
major drug prob­
lems in the Unit 'd 
State wiII remain 
unchanged. To­
bncco and alcohol 
will remain th' 
greate tthr at to 
public health and 
together will ac­
count for an an­
nual death inven­
tory of over half a 

fore eeable future. It is a plant, and not 
even the principal active component 
(tetrahydracannabinol, which could 
only be modified with great efTort) is a 
satisfactory sub titute for it. The only 
changes that will occur in the near 
future will concern technique of plant 
genetics and methods of indoor 
cultivation. 

Thcre will be a search for alterna­
tives to MDMA, largely to separate 
from it the animal neurotoxicity that 
cast a shadow on its acceptability for 
medical u e. So far, there are few hint 
of anything promising. 

Within the area of overtly p yche­
delic drug ,many development ' can bc 
anticipated. Structural vUI;ations of 
LSD have been publi hed (N-alkyl-nor­
LSD homologue ) that are of equal or 
greater potency but cannot pre ently 
be identified in urinc analyse'. 

Psychedclic mu hroom are ever 
increasing, and they have now becn 
either discovered or translocated 
throughout the world. Mu hrooms are 
e 'entially without legal control. Thcre 
are many score analol:,>'lJcs ofD01\1 and 
2C-B in th scicntific literature, with 
both preparative details and pharma­

Drug policy should focus 
on legal drugs, 
not illegal ones 
What can one expect the drug prob­

lem to be 10 years from now? To a large 
measure, barring some unexpected in­
terruption of current supplies to the 
present demand, there i no rea on to 
cxpect dramatic change. Thc drugs of 
demand nrc O\'ailable, and there is no 
rea on to introduce new drugs into a 
sati fied market. 

The primary force for change in the 
illicit drug trade will continue to bc it 
own illegality. The criminalizing of 
drugs encourage chemists to produce 
drug' that are not yet illegal. The en­
forcemcnt of drug laws encourage ' the 
production of inc rea ingly pot ntdrug 
and novel di tribution technique . The 
next decadc wi II see an ad vancemcnt in 
the e area , in reaction to th(' drug 
laws. Thi evolution will be quickcned 
if law enforcement efTort e ·calale. 
Thus, an unintended con equence of 
"successful" law enforcement will be 
the creation of new and llIore pol nl 
drugs of abu ·C . 

million citizl'ns. It 
i here that the drug prevention eflort 
of the future must be directed. All of the 
illegal drugs mentioned here will con­
tribute to perhapr:; 5,000 den th a yea " 
n trivial fraction in comparison. Th' 
death rate associated with th 
psychedelic (including :,\lD~fA, mari­
juana, mu hroom and LSD) may b , 
annually, a thou. andth of this, p'r­
hnpg fiv or 10 cach yt'ar. This 10\' 
public health ri I is e1u ' primarily to 
the pharmacology of the drug' r. the!" 
than to any government policy or to. n 
limited drug availability. 

Spending r 'soun' , on drug pn­
vention and education for thc I I 
drug - tobacco and alcohol - \\0 III 

I be of greate t value. Th' cost of drug 
prevcntion and education for the illici 
drugs should b' small by comparison. 
If we want to create a healthier .;ociet: 
in the next d('cade. our drug policy 
mpha. i' hould he rev -r:ed and b 

focused on thc legal drug' rather th Jl 

thc illegal ones. It should be focu~ed on 
prevention through educatioll. rather 
than prohihition throllgh Inw 
l'n fi,,·celllt'nt. 

cological profiles. A wealth of f--------------­
tryptamines and ca rbol i nes of synthelic 
and natural origins are known and can 
quite easily bc pr pared from innocent 
commercial starling matcrials. And, of 
course, ther are always the un 'xpcctcd 
discoveries from naturc, such as the 
smoking of toad venom, that found by 
lhe perennial cthnopharmacolohrisls. 
Few oflhese have yet been introduccd 
into any broad social context, but if the 

vailability of the currently u 'cd ma­
terials were to drop ofT, they could very 
well fill the dcmand. 
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International Conference on Drug Policy Reform 
November 13-16, 1991 

The Hyalt Rcgency Washinglon on Capitol Hill 
Washington, D.C. 

Important Deadlines! 
t Annual Achievement Awards 

Nominations for thc Drug Policy Foundation Annual Achic\I(.mcnt Award 
will be acceplcd until Mal'eh I, 1991. All submi ': ions made after this dale will 
be deemed ineligible. Only Foundation Associate are eligiblc to make nomina­
tion . For further information regarding the pecific guideline for a\ ard 
nominations, plea e con ult the Drug Policy Foundation office. 
Call for Papers . 

Please submit a one-page propo al for participation, by April 1. 19H1. to tj 
Director of Conferences at the Drug Policy Foundation, 4 01 • In: ncLlI. (. t 
Ave., N.W., Suite 400, Washinglon, D.C. 20016-2087. hI,,: (202 !i:J7-~()Oi. 


