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Background: The market for ‘legal highs’ or ‘party pills’ has expanded enormously in the UK over the last two years.  The ‘new’ and popular compound found in tablets and capsules sold in online and herbal shops, are a group of synthetic drugs called piperazines.  Benzylpiperazine (BZP) is the most common derivative, often found in conjunction with trifluoromethylphenylpiperazine (TFMPP).  Piperazines maybe sold as ‘herbal ecstasy’ and are being promoted as a legal alternative to illicit drugs such as MDMA.  Although not herbal, their popularity is still growing due to their weak psychoactive effects and perceived safety compared to other illicit drugs.  The true health consequences are beginning to emerge with reports of hospitalisations.  The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency (MHRA) published a press release recently warning that BZP is dangerous and illegal to sell under the UK Medicines Act. 
Methods: 26 different tablets and capsules were purchased from three internet suppliers.  All were dispersed in methanol, mixed with internal standard and screened by GC-MS.  Major ingredients were quantified.  

Results: 88% of the tablets and capsules contained one or more piperazine, with the majority (91%) containing BZP.  70% contained BZP and TFMPP.  BZP was seen in isolation in three tablets/capsules. Additional piperazine derivatives were often found but not declared on the packaging.  The quantities of the main ingredients, BZP and TFMPP, were variable and unpredictable (BZP 28-133mg; TFMPP 4-72mg).  

Conclusion: This study has shown that piperazine derivatives promoted as psychoactive drugs are widely available on the internet.   Our results show that tablets and capsules contain varying quantities of BZP and TFMPP, along with different derivatives to those described on the labels.  It is clear that “party pills”, with their amfetamine-like effects, legal status and positive marketing are increasing in popularity and their growing use should not be ignored. 

