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The argument 

 



Open drugs markets 



Closed drugs market 



Mephedrone: Mcat, Meph, 
Drone, Meow 

The sales and purchasing of 
mephedrone in the year prior to 

criminalisation 



‘Plant Food’ ‘Mcat’ 

China 

Eastern Europe 

India 

Coincided with ecstasy drought /cocaine purity plummet 

Advertised high purity, cost £10-15g,  

Dose 100-200mg, 1-2g per session 

Rapid spread 2009 festival season; 
then 1st year university students in 
halls 



Mephedrone effects 

• Desired : euphoria, increased energy, alertness, empathy, 
wellbeing, ‘rushing’, confidence, increased libido, 
improved mood, talkativeness 

 

 

• Undesired : nausea/vomiting, headaches, teeth grinding, 
skin rashes, excessive sweating, anxiety/panic attacks, 
hallucinations, insomnia, psychosis, racing heartbeat, 
chest pains, vasoconstriction, nose burns 
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% of 16 to 24 year olds reporting past year use of the drugs 
1996 to 2011/12 Crime Survey for England and Wales (formerly BCS) 

 

  Any Drug 

Cannabis 

 Cocaine (P) 

Ecstasy 

Mephedrone 



Mephedrone ‘dealers’ in student halls 
of residence: why? 



Mephedrone markets research: results 
(Aldridge & Askew early 2010) 

 

• Who were the sellers? 
 

• Entrepreneurialism, diffusion, demand 
 
• Early signs of: 

– A return to ‘open’ drugs markets 
– ‘Virtual’ drugs markets 

 



Types of seller 

LEGITIMATE 
TRADERS 

Online sellers - 
5 

Specialist 
shops - 2 

SHADOW 
TRADERS 

High volume - 
4 

Low volume - 7 

Opportunitistic 
- 8 

Under the 
Counter - 2 





Entrepreneurialism & diffusion 

The ‘Re-opening’ of drugs markets 



Right here, right now: Mcat parties 



Helping sellers stay awake?? 



SMS: adverts v hassle 



New sellers: diffusion 
Mean £ Mean £/g 

1 g 11.04 11.04 

2 g 19.50 9.75 

5 g 47.06 9.41 

10 g 82.81 8.28 

20 g 156.04 7.80 

25 g 180.12 7.20 

50 g 327.95 6.56 

100 g 591.42 5.91 

200 g 1039.16 5.20 

250 g 1189.99 4.76 

500 g 1599.99 3.20 

1000 g 3057.14 3.06 



Diffusion 

 
• Mephedrone deaths:  

– good news for sales?? 



What features of the (legal) mephedrone trade 
encouraged me to think about the virtualisation of 

drugs markets? 

• Online sales 
– ‘First’ for a strong stimulant (and popular) drug 

 
– Online sales of large quantities at cheap prices 

encouraged new sellers into the market 
 

• Move from closed to open markets 
– Extending customer base proactively 

• Mephedrone parties 
• Flyering (windscreens) and business cards (buses) coincided 

with the period of mephedrone’s biggest use 



Dealers in Disguise: The  
Virtualisation of Retail Drugs Markets 

1. Mobile phones and SMS text (but still mostly closed) 

 

2. Websites: B2C and ‘darknets’ (e.g. Silk Road) 

 

3. Social networking (Twitter, Facebook, online classifieds) 

 

4. Internet forums (Topix) 

 

5. Geo-social networking (grindr) 

 
Authors: Judith Aldridge & Majid Yar (in preparation) 



Darknets: Silk Road 



Silk Road marketplace 



Bitcoin purchase: MT.GOX 



Tor Browser:  
enables online anonymity 



Silk Road login page 



Silk Road marketplace 



Like ebay: customer feedback 



Christin (2012) 



B2C (ordinary online shops) 

• Online retailers of ‘legals highs’ 
– Bring new dealers into the market after first personal-

use purchase 

 
• ‘Virtual pharmacies’ 

– Allows customers without a valid prescription to make 
purchases 

– Global aspect allows buyers and sellers to skirt local 
regulations on sales of particular drugs 

• E.g. some drugs only licensed in some countries 



Social networking 

• Facebook was used for selling mephedrone 
– Currently ‘benzo fury’ (popular ‘legal’) 

 

• Twitter 
– Linked to online classifieds 

 

 



Facebook: storefront page for 
 ‘benzo fury’ sales (legal) 



Twitter search ‘buy LSD’ 



… link to online classified ad… 

• http://soonclassified.com/health/beauty-
products/buy-quality-2c-series-am2201-
mephedrone-dmt-mdma-coke-ketamin-bath-
salt-lsd-4-aco-dmt-bk-mdma-a-pvp-mdpv-etc-
6344.htm?utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_me
dium=twitter 

• Also: craigslist 

http://soonclassified.com/health/beauty-products/buy-quality-2c-series-am2201-mephedrone-dmt-mdma-coke-ketamin-bath-salt-lsd-4-aco-dmt-bk-mdma-a-pvp-mdpv-etc-6344.htm?utm_source=twitterfeed&utm_medium=twitter�
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P2P Internet forums: ‘Topix’ 



P2P platforms: grindr 



The argument 

 



Contacts and Papers 

1. ‘Dealers in Disguise: The Virtualisation of 
Retail Drugs Markets’ 
– Judith Aldridge (judith.aldridge@manchester.ac.uk) 

– Majid Yar (m.yar@hull.ac.uk) 

 
2. ‘The Year of the Cat’: the UK Mephedrone 

Market in the Year Prior to Prohibition 
– Judith Aldridge 
– Rebecca Askew (Rebecca.Askew@manchester.ac.uk) 
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