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Since the early 2010s, synthetic opioids have been on the rise in the illicit drug markets of Europe and North America,
often as adulterants in or substitutes for heroin. Ocfentanil, an early-onset fentanyl analogue, has been implemented in
several fatalities, predominantly in Europe. [1] W-18 is more prevalent in Canada and the United States, but has recently
been found not to contain any noteworthy opioid receptor activity. [2]

BACKGROUND

An unknown brown powder (Figure 1), advertised and purchased as heroin, was sent to the Toxicological Centre at the
University of Antwerp for analysis in the framework of the Belgian Early Warning System on Drugs.

Figure 1. Unknown powder.

LC-DAD SCREENING GC-MS SCREENING LC-QQQ CONFIRMATION
- Agilent 1200 series LC + G1315C DAD - Agilent 6890N GC + 5973N MS - Agilent 1200 series LC + 6410 QQQ,
- Zorbax Eclipse Plus C8 column (3.0 x 150 - DB-5ms column (30 m, 250 um internal - Zorbax Eclipse Plus C8 column (2.1 x 150
mm, 3.5 um) @ 40 °C diameter, 0.25 pum film thickness) mm, 3.5 um) @ 50 °C
- MP A =10 mM phosphate buffer pH 2.3, - 2min @ 70°C, t0 250 °C @ 15 °C/min,to - MP A = H,0 + 0.1% FA (W/V);, B =
B = ACN:10 mM phosphate buffer pH 2.3 315°C @ 5 °C/min, 15 min @ 315 °C ACN:H,0 (90:10) + 0.1% FA (W/V)
(80:20) - MS = continuous mode m/z 50-660 - Start 18% B, to 40% B in 7 min, to 95% B
- Start 5% B, to 100% B in 19 min, 4 min @ in 10 min + re-equilibration
100% B + re-equilibration - QQQ settings = see Table 2.
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The unknown powder tested positive for the synthetic opioid ocfentanil (1.6% m/m). Similar brown powders in Belgium and Switzerland
were found to contain 2.54% (m/m) and 0.91% (m/m) ocfentanil, respectively. [3,4] In France a powder meant for sniffing was found to
contain 17% (m/m) ocfentanil. [5] However, none of these reportedly contained W-18 (for this case 0.3% m/m).

The CSL was unable to identify W-18 in the powder, in part due to the absence of the molecular ion at m/z 421. We are currently unable to
determine the exact origin of this mismatch, which may have caused a significant underreporting of cases.
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