2-0x0-PCE: ketamine analogue on the streets
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To the Editor—New psychoactive substances are
recently emerged drugs that are chemically or
pharmacologically similar to conventional drugs of
abuse. Our laboratory has repeatedly identified new
psychoactive substances in Hong Kong.'?

We report the identification of 2-oxo-
PCE  [2-phenyl-2-(ethylamino)-cyclohexanone,
also known as deschloro-N-ethyl-ketamine or
deschloro-N-ethyl-norketamine] in urine samples
of multiple unrelated patients in October 2017 with
suspected ketamine abuse or related poisoning
features. An unidentified substance was detected
in these samples by general toxicology screening
using high-performance liquid chromatography-
diode array detection; further investigations at our
laboratory confirmed the unidentified substance
as 2-0xo-PCE by liquid chromatography-tandem
mass spectrometry. This compound is not routinely
covered by general toxicology screening and in our
experience does not cross-react with at least one
bedside ketamine immunoassay (ABON; Abon
Biopharm [Hangzhou] Co Ltd, Hangzhou, PRC).

The drug, 2-oxo-PCE, is a new psychoactive
substance in the arylcyclohexylamine class,

with structural similarity to ketamine and
methoxetamine. Historically, it was synthesised
in 1962 in an attempt to develop a short-acting
phencyclidine derivative, a project that culminated
in the discovery of ketamine.* Drugs of this class are
known to possess N-methyl-D-aspartate receptor
antagonist activity with variable effects towards
other receptors,* resulting in dissociative effects
clinically. The use of this drug has been recently
reported in Germany.® To date, there have been
no clinical poisoning reports of this drug in the
scientific literature, but user reports on the internet
show that 2-oxo-PCE causes a similar effect to
ketamine, but is more potent.

Ketamine is one of the most prevalent drugs of
abuse in Hong Kong. Our findings of 2-oxo-PCE in a
cluster of unrelated patients with suspected ketamine
abuse give rise to the suspicion of substitution of 2-
0x0-PCE for ketamine in street supplies, possibly
to evade detection. In patients presenting with
ketamine-like toxidrome but with a negative urine
toxicology result, the use of 2-oxo-PCE may need
to be considered. Analysis of 2-oxo-PCE in urine
specimens is provided in our laboratory and can be
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requested by clinicians in Hong Kong.
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