
116 Asian Journal of Medical Sciences | Jul-Aug 2016 | Vol 7 | Issue 4

INTRODUCTION

Performance and Imaging Enhancing Drugs (PIEDs) is 
a term utilized for the description of  all existing forms 
of  substances, natural or synthetic, that can enhance the 
image of  an individual, their physiologic performance, 
or both. Fenethylline, also known by the brand name 
“Captagon”, is a PIED. It best fit as a performance 
enhancer and a psychostimulant. Additionally, it is a 
potential hallucinogenic and epileptogenic agent. The 
chemical formula of  the drug is C18H23N5O2. In 1981, it 
was listed as a schedule I substance in the United States, 
and it became illegal in most countries in 1986 after being 
listed by the World Health Organization for international 
scheduling under the Convention on Psychotropic 
Substances.1-3

MATERIALS AND METHODS

To collect the data of  the best quality and the highest 
amount of  available evidence in the literature, four essential 
medical literature databases were searched. These were: 
Google Scholar, PubMed, the Cochrane Library, and Open 
Grey. Ten keywords were utilized across these databases 
(Table 1 and Figure 1) to generate Search Engine Results 
Pages (SERPs).

This literature search was conducted from the 3rd of  
December to the 29th of  December 2015. The search 
was done from Baghdad, Iraq via the Earthlink-Telenet 
Internet Service Provider (ISP). The total SERPs for 
the search were 463137. The highest SERPs were for 
the keywords “Amphetamine” and “Fitton,” as seen in 
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Figure 1. Google Scholar and PubMed were the databases 
that scored the highest SERPs.

The most relevant and up-to-date papers were used for 
referencing this paper. The total number of  references is 
twenty-two. These were gathered from medical literature 
databases, paramedical databases, social networks, and 
others.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Fenethylline is used in medicine as a psychostimulant 
under the brand names Captagon, Biocapton and 
Fitton. It is rumored that it can turn ordinary men into 
supersoldiers. However, Captagon is considered an “inferior 
amphetamine,” with an effect milder than Adderall. It is 
made of  a combination of  theophylline and amphetamine. 
Theophylline is a respiratory system enhancer, acting 
mainly by opening the airways. Amphetamine is the main 
psychoactive ingredient. It was used in the 1960s and 1970s 
to treat people with attention deficit disorder (ADD). 
Captagon can produce feelings of  pleasure (euphoria) and 
increased alertness and a reduced need for sleep or even 
food. Captagon substance abuse has been a major problem 
in Saudi Arabia for over a decade, especially for the 12–22 
age group, and 40 percent of  all Saudi drug addicts are 
Captagon addicts.3-7

Islamic State fighters, currently known as ISIS or ISIL, are 
being fueled by a black market of  amphetamine supplements. 
A 19-year-old ISIS fighter, in an interview with the CNN, 
said “They gave us drugs, hallucinogenic pills that would 
make you go to battle not caring if  you live or die.” 
Dr. Robert Keisling, a psychiatrist at MedStar Washington 
Hospital Center, said, “It gives you a sense of  well-being 
and euphoria and you think that you’re invincible and 
that nothing can harm you.”Captagon trade in the Middle 
East, Arabian Gulf  region, and the north of  Africa is 
considered a prolific illegal trade with a high profit margin. 
Additionally, Captagon is not expensive to produce, and the 
demand is extremely high. The nature of  the psychoactive 
ingredients in such tablets (Captagon powder also exists) 

is not always clear. Counterfeit Captagon is usually more 
harmful, as it is not manufactured to meet any quality 
standards, and it may contain toxic substances (Table 2). 
Reports suggest that amphetamines trafficked from South-
East Europe (Figure 2) are the main ingredients in Captagon 
tablets found in the Middle East (notably Saudi Arabia). 
Additionally, Southeast Asia is now the world’s largest 
amphetamine-type stimulant (ATS) producer. According to 
leaks, military extremist groups, including ISIS, may export 
the drug in exchange for weapons or cash.8–15

Figure 1: Keywords versus database results

Figure 2: A map showing the countries that manufacture Captagon 
and its trafficking routes13

Table 1: Keywords versus database results
Keyword vs. database Google scholar PubMed Cochrane library OpenGrey Total
Captagon 663 39 1 0 703
“01 pills” 16 371 0 1 388
Fenethylline 518 32 1 1 552
“Counterfeit Captagon” 25 1 0 0 26
“Counterfeit Amphetamine” 3 5 0 0 8
“Inferior Amphetamine” 0 125 0 0 125
Amphetamine 366000 42187 9208 80 417475
Biocapton 3 32 0 0 35
Fitton 43500 305 1 19 43825
Total 410728 43097 9211 101 463137
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Over the last two decades in the Arabian Gulf  states, illicit 
drugs have emerged as a growing social problem. Dubai 
is not an exception, and in spite of  the growth of  this 
dangerous phenomenon, the authorities have failed to 
respond adequately. Captagon is most commonly seized in 
countries such as Syria, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, and Saudi 
Arabia. As the current civil war in Syria has continued for 
over three years now, illicit economic activity is thriving, 
especially for PIEDs’ commerce, including that of  Captagon. 
Captagon-producing laboratories were found in Turkey until 
2007. Its production has revealed that the manufacturers 
have moved to Syria. Currently, amphetamines are mostly 
produced (in the form of  pills and powder) in Syria, 
Turkey, and Jordan. In Iraq, the drug-use scene includes 
amphetamine-type substances (ATS), including Captagon and 
crystal methamphetamine, and the painkiller tramadol. Seizures 
related to Captagon use indicate that these substances are 
becoming widely used at an exponential rate. The seizure 
reports estimate an expansion of  the amphetamine and ATS 
market in Iraq. The first seizure from Captagon tablets was 
documented in 2009. Since that time, Captagon seizures have 
increased substantially. In the post-Saddam era in Iraq, the 
Iraqi law enforcement agencies were able to seize increasing 
amounts of  Captagon and other ATS forms. For instance, 
Iraqi highway patrolmen seized around 200 kg of  ATS in 
2008. On another occasion, the Iraqi police seized 1.6 tons 
of  amphetaminesin 2010.16-22

CONCLUSION

Captagon is a dangerous psychoactive substance that 
can be addictive. It can affect the body physiology and 
induces particular disturbances of  the nervous and the 
cardiovascular system. The substance’s legal production 
was discontinued in the 1980s. However, illegal commerce 
thrived later. Currently, Captagon is being produced in 
South-East Europe and trafficked to the Middle East. 

This substance is being highly utilized by consumers in 
Saudi Arabia. Additionally, in the post-Saddam era of  the 
Middle East (after 2003), this substance has been traded 
and distributed at an exponential and alarming rate in Syria 
and Iraq. The main explanation is that the rise in the illegal 
commerce of  such an illicit drug is related to the lack of  
order and a proper law system in the regions of  conflict 
and civil war in Syria and Iraq in particular. 
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