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IN Amsterdam nobody walks anywhere, and they still don't have
traffic jams. The Dutch use bicycles, mopeds and roller blades to
glide through their city at admirable speed. There are cycle paths
everywhere and cars stop for bikes. As the Dutch will tell you,
every driver has a bike too.

The policy on drugs here is equally clear-eyed. The possession
of small amounts of drugs for persona! use is not treated as a
criminal act. The police make no express efforts to detect and
prosecute users. Dealing in small amounts of soft drugs is also
tolerated and lead in the 1970s to the formation of the famous
marijuana ‘coffee shops’.

But there is also a tolerance towards those who use hard drugs.
The Dutch have tooked around at the ‘all out war on drugs’ poli-
cies of neighbouring countries and said ‘not for us’. Such author-
itarian methods go right against the grain of what is essentially a
liberal thinking people.

The Dutch call this ‘Normalisation’ because they don’t want peo-
ple who take drugs to be marginalised outside mainstream soci-
ety, outside of help and advice, believing themselves beyond nor-
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insurance companies and the Dutch Ministry Of Justice.
One of its managing directors is Jaap Jamin, whose
bright red jacket and beautiully clashing dark red
trousers make him seem at least ten years younger than

In 1989 Jamin and original street drugs worker August
de Loor began testing ecstasy tablets to find out exacily
what was in them. Although what they were doing was
in effect illegal, they managed to find an analyst who was 7
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mality. They call it ‘Harm Reduction’ because the Dutch believe
that if people are going to do drugs, they should do them as safe-
ly as possible. And that means more than free water and medics
on slte. Harm Reduction Dutch-style means being able to get your
E’'s checked out before you take them.

The ecstasy scene in Holland bears many similarities to the
scene in England. Ecstasy is primarily used as a ‘dance drug’ at
parties and raves, and users often get ripped off with fakes. But
the differences are more interesting. Many of the people who
produce ecstasy in Holland started making the drug with ideo-
logical rather than financial aims - they’re called ‘missionary pro-
ducers'. There have been only seven possible ecstasy-related
deaths in Holland - mainly from overheating but two because of
liver malfunctions. It was these deaths which prompted the
Dutch Government into action and part of that action was its
Harm Reduction policy. Rather than penalise people for taking
the drug, the Government decided, amongst other things, to give
them the opportunity to find out exactly what drugs they were
taking.
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Stichting’s Herman-Louis Matser checks
the Ecstasy list. Photo: Mick Scholten

to the National Institute Of Alcohol & Drugs who send
them 1o a iab in Rotterdam for testing.

70% of the people who use this service are small time
dealers. They may have bought 50 or 100 pills and con-
sider it worth the sacrifice of one pill to know that what
they are selling is the real deal. A sample of one week in
the testing of pills shows just how valuable it can be - the
pills can range in strength from three mgms of MDMA to
330 mgms. They can range from MDMA (which is the
real ecstasy compound) to MDEA (less potent, but still
generally happy in effect) to MDA (the more ‘mongy’,
trippy sort found in the snowballs which were about in
the UK a lew years ago) to calfeine and amphetamine.

The irony of the Government funding tests which are in
effect outlawed does not escape Jamin but he is gener-
ally scathing of those who worry about bureaucracy.

“We could wait ten years before a change in the law but
people are dying so let's do it. | notice [drug agency]
nipfescirnale it Sthey, eruRiias, SAWER. LRIk A e
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* ally scathing of those who worry about bureaucracy.

“We could wait ten years before a change in the law but
people are dying so let's do il. | notice [drug agency]
professionals in other couniries saying, 'But you're
sticking out your necks, you're risking your job," and |
say, ‘Yes but you're not standing up for your own target
group.” '

At the same time he has received countless requests to

-test pills from-England—and_Germany. This, he says,

would g,o{gainst the whole point of the testing. "We
would be polluting the syslem, we want 10 have an
overview of ecstasy in Holland. And in Europe we are
already a bit ‘crazy Dutch’. If we are going to help foreign
consumers, it would create more problems.”

ECSTASY testing is of course not fail-safe. The dealers
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Stichting's Safe House rave stall. Photo: Mick Scholten

slowly for him, feels that this is one sensible move.

“It's consumer education. Instead of just dropping a
few pills, you can behave more accurately, you can be
more responsible for your own body. We try to address
young people as self-responsible people.”

Jamin believes that most people who take ecstasy do
take it responsibly but that the media chooses to focus
on the very small group who take it like candy. His main
worry for lhe people who overdo it is that they will
deplete the Serotonin levels in their brain.

“If people use it drastically, the main thing I'm afraid of
is that they can get depressed. It's go! a lot of impact
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on the very small group who take it like candy. His main
worry for the people who overdo it is that they will
deplete the Serotonin levels in their brain.

“If people use it drastically, the main thing I'm afraid of
is that they can gel depressed. It's got a lot of impact
and if you're unstable it can knock you over.”

Jamin believes that ecstasy can produce neurotoxicity
when taken in too high doses. A ‘sale’ dose would be
about one and a half to two and a half milligrams per
kilogram of body weight (a 12 stone person could con-
sume 190 milligrams). Taking anything over this amount
could produce neurotoxicity which can in turn lead to
depression. Stopping for a while can reverse neurotoxi-
city, he argues, and stopping for a year can normally
restore everything. So does he think there are no irre-
versible effects? He shakes his head and then states fiat-
ly: “Well, you can die if you're allergic to it!” before
laughing at his own jump of logic.
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' Matser takes time to talk to ravers, and make sure
, they keep to a ‘sensible’ dose. Photo: Mick Scholten |8

.!.,L.‘

experignce, | see most of the peaple improving but for
some it's not good. But it's stupid to focus only on the
drug.”

Jamin goes on to explain his triangular theory, that any-
one experiencing a drug has to consider three things.
First there is the drug, the dosage, how often it's been
taken before, then there is the person, their character,
stability and psychological profile, finally there are the
clrcumstances in which the drug is taken, the setting.

“I think the main message about drugs is that, say, a
teenager starts to consume alcohol to socialise more
easily and that's fine. If they like it and learn from the
experience they can copy it in their non-toxic life. The
problem is when you get hooked on certain substances
and you can’t perform the way you want when you're not
under the influence.”

THE FRONTLINE
Testing At Raves

TICHTING Adviesburo Drugs is a much smaller
SOrganisation. It is funded (rom the Ministry of

Health, the Gity Council and NIAD but it is largely
an independent drugs advisory service. Stichting also
operates outside office hours because this is when most
drugs are consumed. Tonight, two of Stichting’s work-
ers - Herman-Louis Matser and Abel Arkenboat - are
going to travel two hours South to Helmont where the
organisers of a rave have asked them 1o set up their
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operates outside office hours because this is when most
drugs are consumed. Tonight, two of Stichting's work-
ers - Herman-Louis Matser and Abel Arkenboat - are
going to travel two hours South to Helmont where the
organisers of a rave have asked them to set up their
mobile ecstasy testing unit.

“In the beginning this was easy,” says Matser. “There
were three pills. There was the pink one, the white one
and the white one with stripes. Now there are six or
seven hundred different ones.”

Matser remembers that the different brands of ecstasy
used 1o stay on the market for five, seven, eight months
- even a-year. Now they stay around for a month and
then another brand replaces them. Although Matser has
a good working knowledge of ecstasy, he is willing to
accept that in Helmont there may well be one or two
brands he hasn't seen yet.

It's 5.30pm on a Saturday and Slichting are getting
readv for the lanna ninht On the ceaminnly endlece AdArive



exhausting. They have generaled controversy in the
past, at first the police didn’t like what they were doing
and for a2 while they were not allowed but they are now
back in demand. The rave organisers ask lor and pay for
them. To prevent an all oul rush at their table they
tharge each cuslomer a token two gilders (around B0p).

An ‘acstasy’ pill could be a whole number of things. it
could be the real thing - MOMA - but the dosage could
vary enormously, It could be MDEA - very similar but
with slightly different efiects, shorer lasting and with a
sugden come up and finish. It could be MDA - (asting
eight hours and including hallucinations - or it could be
speed. There is, says Matser, 2 lot of speed being sold
as E at the moment , or it could be a tzke E which could
contaln literally amything.

Malser would not take anything without knowing what
was in it. The last time he swallowed anything blind” it
turnad out 16 be PCP and five times the normal dose. °}
was lying on my bed thinking, ‘Is this nice? - no"" Now |
never take anything withoul checking what's in L™

The difficuity with tonight’s work for Sbchting Is not the
system which they say is beautifuliy simple but wilh the
consumers. After lesting, Stchting have to advise peo-
plé on their plils, an activity which requires inlemational
levels of diplomacy.

“It depands very much on the paople. H it's a big guy
and you 1l him his pill is 100 strong, he's going 10 take
five. You say something ilke, This will do something bad
o your stomach.” Women are much morg sensibls, they
listen 10 the advice and take i in halves or even quar-
ters.”

Matser agrees with Jamn Ihal 1here is only a minority
ol psople who overdo it. “Most pecple use it in a very
sensible way and in a way that they get the advantages
of il. Peopla who Qo very heavy on it either siop or stan
using It in a non-heavy way. No one goes on forever. It's
just trying 1o lind your limils, it's the risks you faca -
Ihere's no difference with a motorcycla,” he says.

“The sacond mast popular quastion we get asked 15,
‘What's the besi pill? laughs Matsér. And the most pop-
ular question? “What's tha best plill" he says again. S0
what is the bast pili? :

“I don't know. | always say | know the bast pill tor me
but | don't know what Is the bast pill for you to take, |
don'l know what you're lita.” He goes on o explain his
philosophy of trying to help people pel more out of léss.
Ona of the benelits of testing, he says, is that peaple can
no longer blame a bad evening on a bad E.

“What worries ma mast about ecstasy is thal people
altribute everything good to 1he pill or evenything bad 1w

the pill. It's the wrong way to use it. I's a quite sub-
tie drug. From nothing you can't make something
greal. It can only make a good evening a very good
avening.”

W AT 7.300m we arrive at the vast industrial ware-
housa space thal is to be our home for the evening
It is earty bul already 150 sagoer beavers spill in as
the doors apen. The place is vasl plastic skulls are
hung everywnere, 50 are T-shirs with skull Ingos
advertising the ‘Rotterdam Terror Corps’. The
music is heavy, heavy techno; fast, hard, pounding
and ralenlless. There are about 20 boys to one girl
and three quarters of the hoys hava skinheads, shall
suit 1ops and tough looking faces.

Matser and Abel start sefting up therr 12ble, The
first thinp out is a fruit maching full of novelty con-
doms, the sacond a box of free condoms. “If they
| lest, they can take a condom, if they don't lest they
can take 2 condom, it's the most effactive anti-AIDS
campaign (here is.”

Soon the table is sst up. il is clearly marked “Safe
House' and flyers are placed around the bullding
This is Stichting’s Miest time in Helmont but as soon
s the tiyers go up - “XTC tes! hiar F2.50 (E1)" - 0t
altracts some hopeluls. A boy of about 18 comes
over and offers his pill. Matser tells him not yal.

Stichting have a leng nigit ahead of them. “I starl whan
I'm ready,” says Matser. The boy walks away looking
cross. Two girts come over and ask. Matser telis them to
coma back in 2 little while. He has linished setting up
now but rolls a joint nol wanting to be rushed. Anothar
boy comes up and asks for his pill 1o be tested. “The ear-
lier you slart the sooner it"s over,” Matser talls him. He
thinks aboul this for 2 moment and then agrees, putting
his pil away

The table is now set up. There are two large while din-
ner plates, a bottle of acid with a dropper In It, a Staniay
knife, an electronic measuring device and, the key to it
all, a print out of the currently availabla ecsiasy tablets.

Al 8 o'clock, Matser is ready 10 slart. The first customer
approaches; a shell-suited skinhead. Matser takes his
pill and scrapes off 2 minuscule amount with 3 Staniey
knife. He then adds a drop of aeid. The acid tums purply-
blue so Matser takes the pill and sfides i into an elac-
tronic measuring devicé which measures up the pills
diameler ang weight exactly. Next he thumbs quickly
throuph the five page manuscript fisting all the brands
currently available. This is the most arduous part of the
task. Finally ne locates a dascription which fhs and hand-
ing the customer back his pill, he explains what it is. The
customer is called Gerard and he is 20 years old

“Ha told me that it was a good pill," says Gerard, “that
it was MDMA and that il was a light pill - onty 80-85 mil-
ligrams. I get it checked becawse | just bought 50 and
want ta sell them. They could be aspiring and [ want to
knaw what | sell.”

A QUEUE Is now beginning to form at the tabla. The
most amazing thing aboul tonight isn't the testing but
the speed with which the two men lrom Stichting work.
Each test takes about two minutes. H the acid turns blue,
it is worth measuring the pill and looking up to see which
MDMA, MDEA or MDA brand It could be and this, jn the
face of such noise, requires miense concentration. If the
acid turns orange it could be a speed pill, and il nothing
happens, then it could be anyihing

By 8.15pm, seven pills have been lested. Four tumed
blue and warranied 2 measure and a look up amongst
the 500 brands on the lists, two turned orange and one
showed no colour 3t all. The owner has a long chal with
Matsar.

“I told him not to take A, i could be anything. it could
be dangerous. He agre¢d and decided not to take it. It's
véry rare they conténd it unless they're so lar away, i
doesn't hurt them anymore.”

Another shell-suiter arrives with a group of irlends and
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procesads to hand his pill over. It is MDMA with 2 80-100
milligramn content and they feave looking happy.

It's getting on for 9 o'clock and things are hotling up.
The monolonous, industrially-heavy noise of the music
is going up and people are now flooding in. This music
Is known as gabber which is produced “"hubba” and
means, in Dutch, “geezer” or “scally” or “oil”. The
increasing number of people dancing to it do 50 by
jumping up and down very fast

Twa exirematy hard jooking ‘gabbars’ (as pabber fans
are called) come over 10 the testing iable. They hand
over two pills, one white and one bright red. The white
pill checks out fing, the red one doesn’t raspond o the
lesi. Matser says he is not surprised, he thoughl it was
dodgy from the look of it. He can recognise same pllls
by looking. “There's a beige pill with a dollar sign on it
that's going round. It makes everybody sick for a very
long time.”

A couple come over, it is the girl who wants to get her
pill tested. Matser looks through his list al the names,
Bunny, Spikkal, Jumbo, one named after a famous make
of car, and locates her pill. fi is one of the Bunnies, He
telis her it is a low dose MDMA pill - 80-85mg - but a
whale one should be enough. They leave. “If a guy is
fushing into taking his pil," Matser explains, “you can
mzke him go slowly by using the gir, it works vary well.”

Another boy comes over fo have his pill checked.
Matsar looks at il and smiles broadly. He shows me the
pill, it is white and the logo divides into four, *This is a
clove. The producer asked me which stamp to use and |
chose (his ane!”

It is 9pm and there are aver 20 litlle pools of acid on
one ol the dinnar plates. A skinhead looks particularly
happy with his 30-100 mgm Bunny and nacks if then and
there. Two uniformed police show up, one male, one
famale. They are genial and smifing. Matser explains
how the 1est works

“It's good," says (he female police officer of the test
“I'd naver seen it before bul they are using drugs amyway
50 if's good o have a lest.” Her male collzague agrees:
‘I's a very good precaution. Paople have taken things
and than collapsed, it's aways good 1o have a lest pos-
siblliry."

BETWEEN 11pm and 1am the small ‘Safe House' lable in
the comer ol whe hardest rave in Helmont is mobbad.
Matser and Abel work methodically and more quickly
than you can believe. Over the pounding beat of the
hardest music possible, 1hey listen 10 what theis cus-
tomars are saying and adwse them on their pifls. So
what do \he consumers think?

"I have 2 brown Bunny which has 120 mligrams of,
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MDMA," says John
wiid 15 18. -1 dom
know what that

use them good. | also tesled my spéad to see i it was
good and it was. | ondy want the best ‘cos It's very
unhaaltiny 10 use drugs.”

Yossica is 18 and is gefting her drugs checkad o far
wiry good reasons, “I'm alraid when | fake ihat things
are going to happen that | don't want. | was cryng once
bacause of 100 strong E and | don't liks it 30 | abuays Jest
e

‘assica ook hall ol her E balore she lested it and noth-
ing had happened in a hall hour. She gol the other hall
tested and found it ko be 140 milbgrams of MDMA. She
is adviged 1o wall another half an hour before taking the
other hall as it is a Lainly shrong £
I almost died once.” she says. “
took a pil once which was 340 mil- 5
higrams, that's e (wes pills inone.
My brother took me 1o e first gid

1)
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The biggest man al the rave has just amived to get his
plis tested. Paul is 31 and just over six fool. He mas!
waigh 21 least 16 stone and moch of tis is concantral-
&d in his huge, pomped up chest and arms. After festing
he disappears for 2 few minuies 10 conseme and comes
back to chat. His pill containg 180mgm of MOMA he iells
me, and he's just taken siv.

1 want 1o know that Mm safe, tha tey are good pills,
0o rubbish kn it. | think six |5 2 good amaunt 1) take - I've
Laken many risks o this is 8 small nsk ™

Paul admits that if they told him thal his pills ware 300
milligrams he would still have taken six. He says he is
beginning 10 go funmy. “Tve taken ten ai one fime. | go
to the moon, it was marvelious, that's what | like. | want
10 go o the maon. N's alce music yeah? | love you, i
there was a registrar here | would marry you nowl™
Tanight, Stichting have a couple of &xtra halpers on the
table. Syivester Aboakoui and Marion Herben are traning
10 be street drugs workers. Tonight they're gatting prac-
tical training in scstasy testing. The hope Is that they can
take Wsting amo the stisst

“It's very important to have prevention on the fioor,”

says Sylvester. “Young people experiment with drugs,

e

afl hymanking dogs. I's good 10 be abile 1o say - 'S you
choice, | want o help yoo use it salsly”

BY 2am the franfic activity on the testing table has died
dosn. Every 15 mminuAes or 50 another person will
appear and wanl a pill 1ested bul mosi people just slop
for a chat. By now he two men can tell » lew of te pils
just by looking. Thay knpw what is on ofer hare 1onight

Far such hard-looking people and hard sounding
masic. the aimosphere s incredibly peacaable. Matser
says that in ananding 3-400 of these raves, he has sean
just one incident of violence. The people coming up now
are more keen on chating than 1esting. Sompone comes
1o get his pil? tested and thrusts it & Malser. Matser indi-
cates ths joint 1hat ha is rolling and the boy nods apolo-
petically and waits.

Many people come and ask the famous guastion,
“What's the best pill7" They all look bewlidered at the 7|
dont know the best pll for you™ angwer. One boy
approaches the table and says something in a cross
voice. Matser answers him Civilly bt Boghs after he
lnaves. “He was not happy because | told him it was a
good pill and ha s3id it didnt work. | told him nothing
works i you take ten of them!”

At 3.30 am Stichting pack up their tabla and leave. Ovar
3,000 paople have afténded the rave and thers has bean
no trouble. Over 350 of them ysed the Sale House ser-
vice. Wa have & two howr driva back to Amslerdam
which makes # a 14 hour day for them, And they've got
fo be in the office on Monday. Matser changes from Mr
Serlous ta Mr Jubliznt on the way home. He's glad it's
over. Me's glad his weakend i finally beginning. But he's
glad 1o do it. Ho says people olten pat tham on 1ha back
and say, “It's good work you dal” It is.
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THE GOVERNMENT
Why the Dutch
authorities allow
ecstasy testing

CETASY was firsd classad as a Class 1 (hard) dnug

in The Netherlands under the Opium Act bacauss of

polfical, not health reasons. The man respondible
foe the policy is Tom Crames from the Ministry Of Health,
“There was Iiftle evidence thal scstasy was any public
health thredt” he says. “Bul there was evidencs that
there ware plans 1of the Lrge scale &xpon Lo oiNef coun-
wies, amongst them the UK. This preseniad an undasir-
abls pelitical situation. Ecstasy was therefore classed as
a hard Arug although in praclice, it was iredted as 3 soft
drug and no enerpy was divoled 10 the datecting and
prasecufing it
Howarvnr in 1994, after Six dealhs al house parties wen
aftributed (sithough never conclushely linkad) to E, the
Dutch Parament debated toupher measures. What

resulied was the Harm Reduction policy. This means the
Dutch Gowernmen! would preler people not 1o Lake
ecstasy bacause of the risks and tries to prevent people
from taling 1 {this s called Primary Prevention). But the
poicy 250 INes 1o reduce the health and social ks lor
young peoplé who wanl 1o go on with acstasy use (ihis
& callad Secondary Prevention)

“Testing is the only available insirument 1o give the
consumer Some idaa of the risics thay are taking consid-
ering the marke! s 5o poluted. We appioved of i with
some condifions and intend 10 schentifically svaluate this
méthod soon and make 2 findl dacision whether 1o go
on.”

THE PRODUCERS
Who manufacturers

ecstasy - and why?

ANS Vertraeck i§ a criminologist at the Undversity

Of Amsterdarm. A recent progect was & book on the

dynamics bétwesen drg traders and drug enforce-
ment agencies. For his book he inleniewsd two small
producers (defined as producing @ couple of iilos 2 set
up) and a big producer (defined as producing kilas in the
doubly figures per sel-up). The sel-up Is the laboralory
wsed to manulacture 1he ecstasy which is usually dls-
mantiad aftar one production job. The chantes of detac-
Hon are 100 high (o keap It going - tha prOCess producss
2 highly unpleasam smell. something alon 1o cal plas,
and uses a lot of enargy which can easily be detacied by
saeling.

“The small producers, | call them misshonaries,”
axplaing Varbrasck. “The first pllls cams in from ihe
States and there was a big faclory In Germany and one
i Spaba. At one moment in tine it was quite hard to get
il acstasy
These ‘missionanes’ than staned producing in order Lo
supply raal MDMA 10 Ihelr friends. Money was nol thaly
molive. Il costs aboul £15.000 1o 86 up a laboratory and
he ideal yield is 10 pet about 50-80% pura MDMA from
the raw matanals. Tha lirst set-up might vield only 10%.
One of the small ime producers Vertrasck interviewsd
started in 1989 and wasn'l ready for commarciyl pro-
duction undil spring 1992, But once ready, a kile of pure
MOMA can yied £30,000 profil.

Varbraeck says this kind o produces can b dascribed
a8 ideological as they wsed the siubl themsebes and
wanled to supply thel friends. There are als0 wo ways
fo make ecstisy - one IS using an organic base called
Saffrol which produces a meliower MOMA and the other
vging an indwganic base called PME, The small mars
used the onganic method. “Bul.” he says, “for 2 couple
of years they were definitely big spenders.” One s still In
production. Ihe other stopped because the expanding
market Drought people wiha were only in it for ths monay
and this producer didn’l wanl fo deal with the increasing
criminal element.

The bit ime producer was different. He had labs scat-
tered all over Europe and a home in Ibiza. “Ha was ané -
of the guys in the original base in Modhemn Spain,”
Verbraech remambers. “ARN two sel-ops They had
maney for the rest of thelr lives.” This producer is now
panning an pven bepger )b, endOgh 1o a3y Set imsall
up for the rest of his iifa.

THERE is plenty ol money ivvolved Ior ihe makers,
whether they are messionanes of fol. And there afe plen-
ty of takers judging by recant surveys which put the
ponder of Duich people who have ever Iried E at
between 100,000 and hal a milion. But i is Herman-
Louss Matses who best sums vp he attude of the Dutch
towards Ecstrsy. Speaking ol Stiching's mobile Lasting
at rgves he says: "Il makes no one ke a plll and it
Makes L0Me pesple o take 4 pdl.”




