Is there an easy way to test for date rape drugs? 
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The following correction was printed in the Guardian's Corrections and clarifications column, Wednesday November 26 2003 

The article below said that police used special straws to test drinks in a trial at an Essex nightclub, and found drugs in one in 25. In fact, out of 197 drinks, 11 tested positive; and it was a litmus-like strip that police used, differing from the straw test. Parenthetically, the police note that the ingredient most used in spiking drinks - for a wide range of purposes, often unrelated to sexual motives - is alcohol. 




Yes. It should be available soon - and, if the prevalence of spiked drinks is anything to go by, it's about time. In a recent test at a nightclub in Chelmsford, Essex police found that one in 25 drinks was contaminated with drugs known to be associated with date rapes. 

The police tested the drinks using special straws that change colour in the presence of unwanted drugs. They say the straws could be available across the UK this time next year. 

Testing kits have been available in the US for over a year. Drink Safe Technologies pioneered testing strips that could be used by drinkers in bars to make sure their tipples had not been spiked. They come in two forms: a strip of paper (a bit like like a litmus testing strip) and a beer mat. 

"Each test has two circles on it, for the two different classes of drugs that we're looking for," says Brian Glover, scientific coordinator of Drink Safe. A drop of the drink is placed on each circle and left to dry; if the strip changes colour it's contaminated. 

The strips use chemical indicators to test for specific families of drugs. The two most common types in use are narcotic alkaloids (such as ketamine) and drugs such as gamma hydroxybutyrate (GHB). 

Glover says the tests are specific to these families of drugs and will not react to any of the other chemicals in alcoholic drinks. Even so, they don't yet work with milk or creamy drinks. 

Drink Safe uses chemical tests rather than more sensitive enzyme methods (such as those used for pregnancy tests) because they are cheaper and can be stored for longer. "It has to be quick, easy, simple and, hopefully, inexpensive," says Glover. 

The company's tests cannot check for the most notorious of date rape drugs - Rohypnol. But there's a reason for that. "Back in the mid to late 90s, Rohypnol was really a problem," says Glover. But then the manufacturers of Rohypnol changed the formulation so that it took longer to dissolve in water and, when it did, released a blue dye. As a result, "it's not as big a problem as it used to be," says Glover. "Many law-enforcement agents are telling me they don't see it at all."


