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Head Shops - Legal but potentially fatal?

By Lisa Murphy
(Cabinteely Community School)

Head shops are shops that sell drug paraphernalia related to consumption of cannabis, other recreational drugs, and New Age herbs. Products typically include bongs, glass pipes, pipe screens, vaporizers, rolling papers etc. In Ireland, they also sell legal substances such as party pills and cannabis substitutes. These apparently provide much less of a hazard to our health than the likes of marijuana and ecstasy, but is this really the case? After doing some research into the substances these shops are selling, the results are actually quite frightening. The most popular item being sold is ‘EFX Party Pills’. These are replica E tablets and contain substances BZP and TFMPP. BZP was originally produced to treat cattle with worms. It is a Schedule 1 drug in the US along with ecstasy and heroin. TFMPP gives a similar feeling to LSD. It is classified as a dangerous substance in Sweden and is banned in Denmark. 

So, what can happen when you take these party pills? Research shows the effects that these chemicals can have on your body include stomach pains, extreme anxiety and paranoia, seizures. When mixed with alcohol, the pills can lead to depression. It is absolutely absurd of the owners of head shops to advertise these pills as safer alternatives to illegal drugs. The research is there. The facts cannot be avoided. The chemicals in these pills are extremely dangerous and should not be on sale. It has been reported that head shop owners are making up to €4000 euro a week just from party pills. Their defense? They say they are keeping money away from criminals and giving taxes to the government. Now, while this may be true, is this a legitimate reason to further the threat towards the health of Irish citizens? And what is the loophole in Ireland’s legislation that is allowing head shops to operate? Fine Gael senator Fidelma Healy Eames has been quoted repeatedly, demanding emergency legislation to be brought before the Dail to deal with this issue. But as of today, nothing has been done. The biggest worry is that it appears we as a nation will have to suffer a tragedy before any action will be taken. Let us not forget that Colm Hodkinson tragically died from using Magic Mushrooms only 3 years ago. And how did he get access to Magic Mushrooms? He simply walked into a head shop and purchased them, just as anyone can easily purchase these party pills. These Magic Mushrooms were available through a loophole in the legal system, which is also how head shops exist here today. 

So are Head shops potentially fatal? Indeed, they are, and present a frightening threat to the health of Irish people. The most frequent head shop to be found in Dublin is Nirvana, but there are other independent head shops present too. They appear along the streets alongside supermarkets and shoe shops. The signs on the door state ‘Ages 18+: No I.D. - No Entry’. This is not the case as while preparing for this article, I, aged 17, entered 4 head shops (all separate companies) in Dublin with no problems. If these shops are allowed to be dotted around the capital, should their rules not be enforced properly? Should they not be heavily monitored? Smoke XXX, an alternative to cannabis, is readily available for at most ‘€5 per joint’. This product is so accessible to people, especially to teenagers, who possibly cannot afford or access Cannabis. There is nothing to stop them going in store and buying some of these ‘joints’. 

The facts are there. The reports are available. Head shops are dangerous. They do not provide a ‘safer alternative’ to illegal drugs, they provide just as much of a threat to your health. Yes, there have been no recorded deaths, yet. But unfortunately, the day may come when we lose another young person in a tragedy that could have been prevented? Then, maybe then, something will be done.  
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If you’d like to talk to someone about the issues raised here or if you’d like to find out more about the ‘Let’s Talk About Drugs’ Media Awards, please contact the Greater Blanchardstown Response to Drugs.

Tel: (01) 826 23 64 or e-mail info@gbrd.ie
