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Heroin Information Fact Sheet
Scientific Name:
Diacetyl Morphine (5a,6a)-7,8-Didehydro-4,5-Epoxy-17-Methylmorphinan-3,6-Diol Diacetate)
Other Common Names:
Smack, Horse, Black Tar, H, Brown Sugar, Junk, China White, Gear.
Description:

Heroin is a highly addictive opioid or narcotic analgesic drug that is derived from the morphine
alkaloid, a substance extracted from the sap of the seed pod of the opium poppy plant. It is
produced primarily in Asian countries, but is also manufactured in South America, China and Mexico.

Opium is refined into a morphine base and then chemically reacted with acetic anhydride, which is
the same chemical used to make camera film. The purpose of acetic anhydride is to make it easier
for the drug to get to the parts of the brain that heroin is intended to influence. When someone uses
heroin, it is turned back into morphine by the body.

The purest form of heroin is Diamorphine and is white in colour. The manufacturing process turns
the heroin into salt which is water soluble and easily injectable. White heroin is the most refined
heroin, but it is also the most dangerous to produce since it requires the use of ether. One of the
most confusing aspects of white heroin is that it is not always
white in colour. The “white” refers to the process more than
the colour. White heroin can be off-white, beige, pink, and
shades of brown, depending on the chemicals and additives
used in the “cooking” process.

There are other types of heroin that are not as pure as white
heroin. Heroin can vary in colour, and the colour depends on
the chemical process and type of chemicals used. Less refined
heroin is brown heroin. Brown heroin is a base or alkaloid and
not a salt, so it does not dissolve in water as well as white
heroin. Brown heroin also burns slower so it works better for
smoking heroin. “Black tar” heroin is black or brown, and its
name comes from its appearance and consistency and not the
heroin content.

Often, heroin is cut with additives like caffeine, sugar,

powdered milk, starch or quinine. Street heroin has been
known to be cut with strychnine and other poisons. There is no way for the user to know how much
heroin is actually in the contents.

Copyright © Mediscreen™ 2014 Page 10of3



Q) Mediscreen™

Heroin is highly addictive. The drug mimics endorphins which are natural pain-killing substances the
body produces. Heroin enters the brain, is converted back to morphine, and binds to opioid
receptors in the brain, brain stem, and the body that are meant for endorphins. These receptors are
the ones involved in pain perception and in reward. The binding process enhances the painkilling
effect and leads to a pleasurable sensation called a “rush.” The brain stem controls automatic life
processes like blood pressure, respiration, and arousal.

Source:

Heroin is made from the resin of opium poppy plants. The pod of the poppy flower is sliced to
remove the milky opium that looks like sap. The opium is then refined to make morphine which is
manufactured into heroin. The black market heroin is often not pure because it has contaminants
that are left in the product during the refinement process.

Forms:

Pure heroin is a white powder, but additives may turn the white colour rose grey or pink, brown or
black. It may also be in the form of coarse granules or small pieces of light brown “rock.” Heroin is
injected, inhaled by sniffing or snorting, and smoked. It has also been used as a suppository.
Injections are intravenous or intra-muscular.

Health Effects:

e Psychological Effects:

After injection, the heroin user experiences a rapid rush of euphoria within seconds,
followed by reduced mental functioning. The rush is less intense when heroin is smoked or
inhaled, and the peak effects occur in approximately 5-8 minutes. After the rush,
psychological effects include feeling disconnected from events. For 4-5 hours there is a
feeling of freedom from life stressors. When coming down from a heroin high, irritability or
depression may set in, leading to a desire to use the drug again to experience the high once
more.

e Physical Effects:

o Acute — The euphoria and other psychological effects are accompanied by warm skin
flushing, dry mouth, and heaviness of the extremities. Users describe feeling as if
their bones have melted. The pupils narrow to pinpoints. That is followed by a
period in which the person experiences alternate states of drowsiness and
wakefulness. Since heroin suppresses brain stem functioning, breathing and/or the
heart rate may be slowed or stopped, sometimes leading to death. If the drug has
been laced with poisonous additives, there may be physical reactions to the
chemicals.

o Long-Term — Regular heroin use changes how the brain functions, leading to a need
for increasing amounts of the drug to achieve the high. This can lead to a fatal

Copyright © Mediscreen™ 2014 Page 2 of 3



Q) Mediscreen™

overdose. Long-term users may develop very serious physical issues like collapsed
veins, abscesses, liver or kidney disease, infection of the heart lining and/or valves,
and pneumonia. If toxic additives are in the drug, the chemicals can clog blood
vessels that lead to the brain, lungs, kidneys, and/or liver causing permanent organ
damage. Pregnant women using heroin may have low birth weight babies or babies
born dependent on the heroin. Other effects include loss of appetite, constipation,
difficulty urinating, sweating, itching leading to sustained scratching, impotence, and
nausea. The drug is very addictive, and heroin addicts experience withdrawal
symptoms upon discontinuing the drug.

Detection Period:

Heroin is detectable by a saliva test one hour after use and for up to 21-24 hours. It is detectable in
urine 2-5 hours after use and for up to 2-4 days.

Legal Status:

Heroin is an illegal drug in Australia. It is a Schedule 9 Prohibited Substance that may only be used
for permitted research projects. Federal laws provide penalties for possessing, making, using, or
selling heroin. Western Australia has also made it illegal to use, possess, manufacture or supply
heroin. Possession offences are subject to a $2,000 fine and/or 2 years in prison. Supply offences are
subject to a maximum $100,000 fine and/or 25 years in prison.

Other Information:

Whilst many illicit drugs can be assigned demographics, heroin is a drug that is used by people of all
ages and economic means. No assumptions should be made based on gender, age, social status, or
economic status as to who is using heroin.

Some drug users mix heroin with Benzodiazepenes, alcohol, or other depressants which can magnify
the suppression of the heart and respiratory system.
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