GHB:  What you don’t know can kill you

Americans think all diet supplements and chemicals available for sale are safe because the government wouldn’t let a dangerous drug in--right?  That attitude is like thinking you can safely fall into the Grand Canyon or there’d be a fence around it.  In fact the Internet and ‘friends’ have created a Grand Canyon of dangerous chemicals that the Food and Drug Administration is struggling to control.

One, Gamma hydroxybutyric acid (GHB) almost killed a 377 ABW airman in August 1999.  The drug caused very deep sleep and vomiting.  He inhaled the vomit and needed 2 days in an ICU (1 of which was on a ventilator) to recover.  At low doses the drug causes drowsiness, memory loss, and dizziness.  At high doses it causes 1-2 hours of sleep, slow heart rate, and sometimes vomiting.   The sleep is so deep that doctors call it coma.   The drug’s sellers claim it stimulates restful sleep and helps the muscle-building effects of growth hormone.  There is no proof that it actually helps muscle building.  At low doses its effects can linger up to 8 hours, while the high dose effects can last two weeks.  It’s difficult for users to know the dose because many sources don’t label the number of milligrams per teaspoon.  The manufacturers recommend people try various “servings” to find their own best dose.

There are dangers with all use.  No one in the Personnel Reliability Program should use a drug with such effects.  Neither should any user fly, drive, or perform any other military activity.  GHB can be added to a victim’s drink, making it a “date-rape” weapon.  New Mexico has added GHB to its list of drugs that are both unsafe and may not be prescribed.  Others on that list include LSD and heroin (though their chemical effects are completely different).  It cannot be detected in urine or blood; unless the doctor is told that a person’s coma is due to GHB, they can only guess.

There can also be danger in stopping GHB.  The brain adjusts to prolonged use so that stopping can cause problems.  Withdrawal can cause “the shakes,” sleeplessness, irritability, or seizures.  People who have been taking GHB need to discuss it with their own doctor, to arrange a safe way to get off the drug.  Those who don’t know whom their doctor is should call LtCol (Dr) David Kenagy at 846-3509.

GHB is only one of a growing number of chemicals that people can buy with promises of improved fitness, sexual function and relaxation.  Other drugs are converted into GHB within the body.  Simply avoiding GHB by using another drug may just expose people to the same dangers. Whether taking supplements and medicines or hiking in the canyon—stick to the prescribed path.  That serves you and the citizens you serve.

