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LARRY KING, HOST: Tonight, Peter Jennings of ABC News.  And later tonight, he has a special edition of ABC's "Prime Time Thursday," Peter Jennings reporting on "Ecstasy Rising."

 
KING: All right later tonight, you're going to do "Ecstasy Rising," a special report on this. What have you learned most about this drug, which is I guess new to most of us?

JENNINGS: Well, you know, it's not a new drug at all. And that was the very first thing I learned. We got into this business of Ecstasy because we began to have some sense this was a very difficult for the government's drug controllers to deal with. You know, it's right up there now with cocaine and heroin as one of the big three drugs of choice.



And to watch the government try to deal with it is a fascinating exercise. Then of course you realize that Ecstasy's been around since the early part of the century and has been used before in the 1950s and 1960s by psychotherapists in California as a drug treatment for people with depression and mental difficulties, which they found very productive.

Then it became wildly popular in Texas in the 1980s. And then it was criminalized by the government. So this learning the history about Ecstasy has been fascinating.

But I think in many ways, the most interesting thing that we've learned is what happens when the government relies on bad science to try to convince people that they shouldn't take it, because then what becomes at stake is not just this whole question of freedom of choice, whether or not you should be allowed to take drugs or not, but the whole question of government credibility in trying to convince people not take Ecstasy.

So that, I think, has been the most interesting part.

KING: Before we go to break and we'll show a clip from it, are you saying it's not as bad as its image?

JENNINGS: Well, I'm saying that the information the government used to tell people that it was going to cause serious brain damage, it was going to cause Parkinson's Disease on basically one recreational dose, which they used for very long time, had up on their Web site for a very long time, turned out under more serious study much of it -- some of it we drew attention to, has turned out not to be the case.

It is only today that the National Institute of Drug Abuse has put up again on its Web site its information about ecstasy, which pretty much matches with our broadcast tonight. But it has not been that way for a very long time.

KING: We'll go to break. We'll show you a scene from "Ecstasy Rising," the Peter Jennings report later tonight on ABC. And we'll concentrate on the three hour special coming Monday, "Jesus and Paul." Here's a scene from "Ecstasy Rising." We'll be right back.

(BEGIN VIDEO CLIP, "ECSTASY RISING")

JENNINGS: In the early 1980s, Dallas, Texas was Ecstasy country. Michael Clegg (ph) saw to that.

UNIDENTIFIED MALE: We just gave it away. We gave it away for years. We never charged for it. And then it started getting prohibitively expensive. I couldn't afford to just give it away. So we started selling it. And the race was on.

JENNINGS: And there was plenty of money to chase in Dallas. Oil money, real estate money, technology money. It was a boomtown and ecstasy was there to fuel the party.



UNIDENTIFIED MALE: It was like an atom bomb exploded with this thing. It just overnight, in a matter of a year, people were talking about it everywhere.

(END VIDEO CLIP)


KING: Our guest is Peter Jennings. That "Ecstasy" special airs tonight. On yesterday, Peter...

JENNINGS: I was just thinking -- you caught me off guard there for a moment going from "The Passion" to "Ecstasy."

KING: Yesterday, authorities announced the smashing of U.S.- Canadian drug ring believed responsible for 15 percent of all Ecstasy smuggled into the United States. Arrests, criminal charges against 170 people.

Your report characterizes the rise of Ecstasy as a major event in drug history. And if current trends continue, 1.8 million Americans are going to try it for the first time this year.

First, what's the Canadian connection? And, second, what does Ecstasy do to you?

JENNINGS: The Canadian connection is an easy question to answer because much of the Ecstasy trade, much of the illegal Ecstasy trade has been coming out of Europe, particularly out of Holland, and being handled in many cases by Israelis. But there's been a connection clearly made between the Europeans and some factories in Toronto, where Ecstasy powder, if you will, or Ecstasy compound has been sent to be made into pills.

Primarily in those labs in Toronto they busted, they were making the pills which were then being smuggled in gas tanks here to a variety of points in the United States by Asians, Vietnamese and Chinese, at least allegedly so, who were arrested yesterday. It was a very big bust yesterday. But more than anything else, I think it's a reminder of how huge the trade is in Ecstasy, as you hear there from thousands to hundreds of thousands to now many, many millions of pills.

KING: And what does it do?

JENNINGS: Well, quite frankly, that's in many respects at the very heart of our program tonight, because for a very long period of time the drug controllers -- the government's drug controllers -- were advancing the notion based on science, which we and others are reporting tonight to be faulty science, that your brain on Ecstasy, you know, looked like Swiss cheese and it really would fry your brain. And the difficulty has been that the science on which the government has been relying has not been convincing to people who have been using Ecstasy over the years.

And so word of mouth about Ecstasy -- and I'm talking about pure Ecstasy now, not Ecstasy that's been cut by some other compound that has made it even more dangerous -- but pure Ecstasy has had a very good press down over the years. It has been called the "love drug." It's been a drug which some people have said they'd be perfectly happy to take with their parents.

And when the government criminalized this in the mid 1980s, after it had taken off in a huge way in Dallas, the message just wasn't very convincing to people. And so it has been a very, very, very, very difficult drug for the government to contend with. And that really is our story tonight, whether or not government has risked its credibility by advancing bad science.

They took their Web site down about Ecstasy for a long time. They only put it back up today, their Ecstasy information back up today, on the day that our program goes on the air. And what they've now put up on the drug site today is pretty much what is in our program tonight. But it wasn't that way for a very long period of time.

KING: When you say "love drug," was it a drug that it was said that men would secretly give to women and they would succumb to their sexual advances?

JENNINGS: No, no, no. Not that I'm aware of. Somebody may have done it. But it was really a drug that enabled people, so they so -- this is anecdotal; I've never tried it. It's illegal. Don't intend to try it -- that brought people out of themselves.

And this is what was discovered in California during these early stages of psychotherapy. Some psychotherapists said it was -- giving someone Ecstasy was equivalent to penetrating deeply into their psyche that would take weeks and months, in some cases years. Other people who have taken this has said that it's enabled them to come out of their selves and feel deeply, warmly committed to other people, and converse and talk in other ways.

Now, we don't know how dangerous Ecstasy is, at the same time. We don't really know. We may wake up years from now and find out that the long-term effects of reducing the serotonin in the brain, which is what Ecstasy does, to some extent, may turn out to contribute to brain damage in ways we do not yet understand.

But some of the studies that have been done, particularly studies -- the big studies done in Germany, showed that when serotonin in the brain is reduced it's also replenished. And so there's this great conflict -- again, this is largely what the program is about -- as to whether government has told us the truth about Ecstasy.

And if you don't tell young people the truth, then they're suspicion of government can be deep-seeded for their entire lifetime. And that's part of trying to educate people about drugs and warn them about the ill effects of drugs.

 
