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Clandestine
Drug Labs
Chemical Time
Bombs
By GUY HARGREAVES

T he dramatic increase in the
seizures of clandestine
methamphetamine (meth)

laboratories nationwide has created
a dangerous situation for private
citizens and law enforcement offi-
cers alike. Today, encountering
hazardous chemicals remains no
less dangerous than pursuing an
armed suspect.

Police officers receive compre-
hensive training in many areas of
law enforcement. However, very
few officers have expertise in
firefighting, chemistry, bomb han-
dling techniques, and hazardous
waste disposal. Unfortunately, ille-
gal drug laboratories pose deadly
threats in all of these areas.

Raiding a clandestine drug lab-
oratory (clan lab) has become one
of the most dangerous operations a
law enforcement officer can under-
take. Officers sometimes refer to
clan labs as "chemical time bombs"
because they contain highly flam-
mable and explosive materials, le-
thal chemicals, and even mechani-
cal or chemical booby traps. Law
enforcement has found these make-
shift laboratories in apartments, ho-
tel rooms, mobile homes, outdoor
sites, and in all types of vehicles. As
a result, an officer may inadvert-
ently come into contact with such a
laboratory when responding to a do-
mestic violence call or even while
making a traffic stop.
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Since 1995, police records indi-
cate that at least three meth labora-
tory suspects are killed in clan lab
explosions or by poison chemical
incidents each year, with many
more receiving serious burns or
other injuries from clan lab fires.
Likewise, an increase has occurred
in the number of reported injuries to
untrained police officers who inves-
tigate or dismantle clan labs.1

In addition, reports of property
damage and injuries to citizens
from drug laboratory disasters have
increased throughout the nation. In
fact, several apartment complexes
and a luxury hotel have burned
down as the result of these illegal
laboratory activities. For example,
in 1997, Kansas City, Missouri, au-
thorities reported fires on an almost
monthly basis that originated from
the operation of meth labs or the
storage of precursor chemicals. In
Independence, Missouri, the police
chief reported in an interview that at
least five deaths have resulted from
clan meth lab fires since 1995.

In 1999, more than 99 percent
of the clan labs seized by DEA were
meth labs. Other illicit drugs like
PCP, MDMA, and LSD are manu-
factured in clan labs, but because of
the large percentage of clan labs
that produce meth, and its close as-
sociation with violent crimes, law
enforcement investigations have fo-
cused on meth clan labs in recent
years.

The Methamphetamine
Problem Today

Experts considered meth a
West Coast problem until 1995,
when meth production and abuse
began to sweep eastward across the
Midwest to the Southeast. In Mis-
souri, meth laboratory seizures in-
creased from 2 in 1992 to more than
600 in 1998. In Iowa, some local
police departments have reported
that meth-related arrests have sur-
passed drunk driving arrests.

Statistics demonstrate that meth
use and availability have dramati-
cally increased in a short period of

time. The Drug Abuse Warning
Network indicates that emergency
room episodes increased from
4,900 in 1991 to approximately
17,000 in 1997, an increase of 247
percent.2

Concurrently, law enforcement
seizures of meth and meth laborato-
ries also have increased. In 1999,
the DEA participated in the seizure
of a record high 1,948 clan labs, the
vast majority (99 percent) of which
were meth labs. For comparison
purposes, this number was 306 in
1994—representing a 537 percent
increase in just 5 years. In addition,
state and local law enforcement of-
ficers raided more than 4,400 such
labs in 1999. In fiscal year 1999,
DEA arrested 8,680 people for meth
trafficking—a 113 percent increase
over fiscal year 1996 arrests.3

The violence associated with
this powerful stimulant has had a
devastating impact on many com-
munities in the West and Midwest.
Television viewers nationwide
watched live footage of a paranoid
meth addict who stole an armored
tank from a National Guard armory
and went on a car-crushing rampage
in the San Diego area. Another meth
addict in New Mexico beheaded his
son after experiencing hallucina-
tions in which he believed his son
was the devil. In Contra Costa
County, near San Francisco, police
associated meth with 447 cases of
domestic violence in 1997.

In previous decades, experts
viewed meth as "poor man's co-
caine" and as a drug abused pre-
dominantly by white individuals
with low incomes living in rural ar-
eas. Today, meth abusers are found
in all segments of society and re-
gions of the country, including the
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previously untouched eastern re-
gions of the United States, with
meth use rivaling cocaine as the
drug of choice. Meth remains very
popular with young people at night
clubs and all-night dance parties
called "raves." Also, some college
students use meth to stay awake
and study for exams; athletes may
use it to relieve fatigue; and some
dieters use it to lose weight.

Effects of Methamphetamine
Methamphetamine, a Schedule

II controlled substance,4 is a central
nervous system stimulant and more
potent than amphetamines. It has
legitimate medical uses for treating
some illnesses such as narcolepsy,
yet it remains a lethal and unpre-
dictably dangerous drug when
abused.

The effects of meth are similar
to cocaine, with users experiencing
a sense of increased energy and eu-
phoria, but the duration of the high
lasts longer—from 6 to 14 hours.
Chronic meth abusers usually inject
or smoke high levels of the drug
every 2 or 3 hours during day-long
binges in which they consume the
drug continuously. This often re-
sults in the abuser staying awake for
more than a week and experiencing
extreme irritability from sleep dep-
rivation, increased nervousness,
anxiety, paranoia, hallucinations,
and violent or erratic behavior.

Methamphetamine
Production and Trafficking

In 1994, trafficking organiza-
tions based in Mexico began to
take control of the production and
distribution of meth in the United
States. Before this, the Outlaw Mo-
torcycle Gang remained the primary

meth traffickers. Although this
gang remains active in meth pro-
duction, they do not produce the
large quantities distributed by the
aggressive traffickers from Mexico.

Mexican organizations domi-
nate wholesale meth trafficking
using large-scale labs to produce
the drug in their own country and
the southwestern United States. In
1999, the DEA estimated that orga-
nized crime groups operating out of
Mexico and California controlled
80 to 90 percent of meth production
and distribution in the United

Raiding a
clandestine drug
laboratory has

become one of the
most dangerous
operations a law

enforcement officer
can undertake.

States. While clan labs in California
continue to produce more meth
than any other region, thousands of
independent U.S. traffickers in the
Midwest, with growing numbers in
the Southeast, operate large num-
bers of the smaller "mom and pop"
laboratories.

Unfortunately for law enforce-
ment, meth is a very simple drug to
manufacture. Except for marijuana,
meth remains the most abused ille-
gal drug that an individual can make
alone.5

Unlike many other synthetic-
based illegal drugs, it does not take
a chemist to produce meth. In fact,
fewer than 10 percent of those
arrested for manufacturing meth are
trained chemists. Meth laboratory
operators or "cooks" usually are in-
dividuals who have little or no
chemical training and simply
learned a formula in prison or from
the Internet. These small drug labo-
ratory operations make importation
and interdiction efforts irrelevant
when, with easily obtained chemi-
cals, an individual with the basic
knowledge of how to cook meth can
independently produce thousands
of dollars worth of this dangerous
drug.

Chemicals Used to
Manufacture Methamphetamine

Although the complete list of
formulas, hazards, and chemicals
employed to produce meth remains
extensive, the vast majority of meth
laboratories seized today use a com-
mon ephedrine/pseudoephedrine
reduction method of manufactur-
ing. This method requires a chemi-
cal not produced in the United
States; however, laboratory opera-
tors can find the precursor chemi-
cals needed in many over-the-
counter cold medicines. Some clan
lab operators purchase dozens of
bottles of these cold remedies in
order to extract the ephedrine or
pseudoephedrine from the tablets.

Meth cooks sometimes use a
formula for production that uses
two extremely dangerous and
highly volatile chemicals—sodium
metal and anhydrous ammonia. So-
dium metal can ignite when it
comes into contact with water, and
anhydrous ammonia is a deadly
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respiratory hazard. Some clan
labs may even contain chemicals
such as sodium cyanide, which, if
accidentally mixed with another
type of chemical found in the same
lab, can produce a deadly hy-
drogen cyanide gas. Clearly, law
enforcement teams conducting a

clan lab raid always should bring a
qualified chemist with them.

Environmental Issues
In addition to the risk of explo-

sive gases, chemical contamination
from the hazardous waste of these
clan labs poses a serious threat to

the environment and consequently
to the health of unsuspecting
citizens in nearby communities.
Each pound of meth manufactured
in a clan lab generates up to 5 or
more pounds of toxic waste. Clan
lab operators routinely dump such
waste into local streams, rivers, and
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sewage systems in order to cover up
the evidence of their illegal opera-
tions. Moreover, chemical reactions
that occur during the manufacturing
of meth produce chemical vapors
that can permeate walls, carpets,
plaster, and even the wooden struc-
tures of buildings.

The average clan lab costs
$3,000 to clean up. However, large
production labs, because of the sig-
nificant quantities of toxic chemi-
cals and higher hazardous waste
disposal charges, can result in
clean-up costs exceeding $100,000.
Annually, the overall cleanup of
these labs costs the DEA and other
government agencies millions of
dollars.6

Clan Lab Safety Training
With clan labs, the risk of ex-

plosions, fires, and direct contact
with toxic fumes, poisonous gases,
and hazardous chemicals always
exist. Size does not matter when it
comes to the danger level involved
in a clan lab raid. In fact, the smaller
labs are usually more dangerous
than the larger operations because
the "cooks" are inexperienced
chemists with little regard for
safety. In addition to the physical
danger, police officers who improp-
erly dispose of toxic waste materi-
als also could be civilly liable under
the federal Resource Conservation
and Recovery Act, thus making clan
lab raids an especially risky aspect
of drug law enforcement.

Consequently, any law enforce-
ment officer involved in clan lab
raids must receive thorough train-
ing on safe-handling techniques. To
meet this need, in 1987, the DEA
created a special training unit for

DEA special agents and task force
officers on how to safely perform
clan lab raids. Federal regulations
now mandate that all federal, state,
and local law enforcement officers
receive at least 24 hours of training
on how to handle hazardous chemi-
cals prior to conducting a clan lab
raid.

The DEA conducts both state
and local certification schools at
Quantico, Virginia, and at a training
site in Overland Park, Kansas. This
1-week school qualifies state and
local police to raid, process, and
dismantle clan labs, and it provides
instruction on the latest intelligence
trends, chemical diversion, and clan
lab investigations.

In addition, a specialized DEA
unit frequently conducts in-service
training and seminars for law
enforcement groups. This unit also
provides the annual recertification
training mandated by federal
regulation.

Fundamental Rules
of Chemical Safety

Police officers without special-
ized training in the unique types of
hazards posed by clan labs never
should attempt to investigate or dis-
mantle these "chemical time
bombs." Police supervisors must
advise their personnel that, if they
should inadvertently encounter a
clan drug lab, they should not touch
anything, and should secure and
evacuate the area immediately.
Even those officers who have
graduated from a qualified labora-
tory safety school always should re-
member some fundamental rules of
chemical safety when encountering
a clan drug lab.

• Leave the area, secure the
location, and notify the DEA
or a police narcotics unit with
the proper equipment and
certified personnel.

• Do not smoke in or near the
lab.
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• Never touch, taste, or smell
any type of equipment or
chemicals.

• Always wear the proper safety
equipment.

• Always read the safety labels
and warnings on seized
chemical containers; however,
do not rely on these warnings
as some suspects may switch
the labels or the containers.

• Do not mix any type of
chemicals. Some chemicals
will ignite, explode, or pro-
duce poisonous gas when
combined with other chemi-
cals—even contact with water
can cause some chemicals to
ignite.

• Do not use tools or devices
that produce sparks or friction
(e.g., flash bangs or some
types of breaching devices).

• Do not turn light switches on
or off or connect or unplug
electrical devices. The elec-
trical spark could cause an
explosion if certain chemicals
are present in the atmosphere.

• Always fully decontaminate
all clothing and equipment
when exiting a lab and remem-
ber to keep the prisoners'
clothing as evidence because
a laboratory exam usually can
detect chemical residues—
further evidence of participa-
tion in the manufacture of
controlled substances.

• Ensure that emergency med-
ical assistance (e.g., fire
department, paramedics,
life-flight helicopter) remains
available prior to executing
the raid.7
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Conclusion
Without question, the increas-

ing distribution of methamphet-
amine throughout the United States
by international drug organizations
remains a serious problem for every
law enforcement agency. This
threat, compounded by the increas-
ing number of clan labs operated by
violent criminal organizations,
coupled with a growing number of
smaller "mom and pop" laborato-
ries, results in an escalating likeli-
hood that law enforcement agencies
across the country will encounter
more clan meth labs. Impetuous in-
vestigations of these clan drug labs
without proper safeguards may
recklessly endanger the lives of law
enforcement officers. •

Endnotes
1 Compiled from teletypes and field

interviews submitted to DEA Operations
Division, Arlington, VA.

2 National Clearinghouse for Alcohol and
Drug Information, Drug Abuse Warning
Network; available from http://www.health.org;
accessed September 10, 1999.

3 Statistics compiled by DEA, Intelligence
Section, Domestic Strategic Intelligence Group,
Arlington, VA.

4 Under the federal Controlled Substance
Act, regulated drugs are divided into categories,
known as schedules, according to their effect,
medical use, and potential abuse. Schedule II
drugs, such as cocaine and methamphetamine,
may lead to severe psychological or physical
dependence, have a high potential for abuse,
and have a restricted medical use.

5 DEA Operations Division, Methamphet-
amine Program, Arlington, VA.

6 Compiled by DEA Hazardous Waste
Disposal Unit, Arlington, VA.

7 See Tom Manning "Drug Labs and
Endangered Children," FBI Law Enforcement
Bulletin, July 1999, 10.



Policing in a Global Society
By Jeffrey L. Patterson, M.P.A.

© Digital Stock

ociety is becoming increasingly global. Today,
we can travel faster, more easily, more often,

and for less money than ever before. Communications
technology, from cellular telephones to the Internet,
allows us to make worldwide connections from
virtually any location. Many of us commute everyday
through sprawling, multicounty, even multistate
metropolitan areas. Some of us even fly to and from
distant cities in the same day.

These capabilities also can present challenges to
law enforcement. First, a mobile society may generate
greater opportunities for crime by putting strangers
together in unfamiliar surroundings. The resulting
alienation and anonymity weakens social restraints on
behavior. Second, offenders, victims, and witnesses of
crimes may return or move to another jurisdiction,
complicating cases for investigators and prosecutors.
Extraditing a fugitive, whether from another country
or another state, can prove a complex, drawn out, and
expensive process.

The ease of international travel and the conflicts
in national sovereignty have been factors in high-
profile cases from drug smuggling and terrorism to
traveling serial killers and sexual predators. Now,
computers and the Internet create new varieties of
criminals, from high-tech criminals to online

pedophiles, who cross jurisdictional lines in seconds.
These jurisdictional problems can occur in any
community, regardless of its population or geographi-
cal size, but areas with multicultural demographics
and economies oriented toward international com-
merce remain particularly vulnerable. In the United
States, an example of such areas would include New
York City and Washington, DC, as well as communi-
ties along the Pacific Coast and in the Sunbelt.

TERRITORIAL JURISDICTION
The system of justice in the United States, which

focuses on territorial jurisdiction, hampers the ability
to police in a global society. Unlike citizens of most
other countries, Americans consider law enforcement
primarily a local concern. While criminal statutes
apply throughout a state, sheriffs have enforcement
powers only within the geographic boundaries of their
respective counties, and city police officers can
conduct investigations and make arrests only for
crimes that occur within their particular municipal
limits.

Through the end of the 19th century, local sher-
iffs and police served adequately because the pre-
dominant focus was to maintain order. Constables on
patrol chased away undesirables and only arrested the
disorderly individuals or burglars they happened
upon. In rural areas, sheriffs only occasionally left
their courthouses and jails to form posses to track
outlaws. State police, with the power to cross county
lines, did not exist. The U.S. marshals presiding over
western territories represented the only federal law

Captain Patterson serves
with the Clearwater, Florida,
Police Department.
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enforcement agency with the authority to cross state
lines.

The need for state constabularies and federal in-
vestigators did not arise until after World War I, when
the automobile gave criminals easy transportation
from one community, county, or state to another—
effectively putting them beyond the reach of the local
foot patrol officer and the sheriff’s posse. Soon, the
bootleggers of Prohibition and the bank robbers of the
Great Depression sped across local boundaries with
alarming regularity. For the first time, the limits of
local jurisdictions became a major public concern
in the provision of effective and efficient police
services.

In response, law enforcement substantially
changed the way it operated. Police departments
adopted the automobile, telephone, teletype, two-way
radio, and computer to track the mobile offender.
Latent fingerprints and other trace evidence became
accepted as positive proof of a crime, linking an
unknown suspect to a distant
crime scene (as DNA may become
in the next century).

State lawmakers created new
police organizations with state-
wide enforcement powers. Some
provided a full range of police
services, such as patrolling,
conducting investigations, and
operating forensic laboratories.
However, either law or custom
restricted many state agencies to
investigating only specific types
of violations. State highway
patrols investigated only viola-
tions of traffic laws; wildlife
officers handled only violations of hunting and
fishing regulations.

Similarly, Congress created new federal law
enforcement agencies. The FBI, DEA, ATF, and U.S.
Secret Service all have nationwide authority, which
has developed and expanded over the decades to
address new menaces, from bootlegging and counter-
feiting to drug smuggling and terrorism. However,
each agency still specializes only in investigations
of certain crimes. Thus, the traditional American
concern over the limitation of government police

authority remains manifested in either broad powers
in limited geographic areas or limited powers in broad
geographic areas.

To further address criminal activity that crosses
jurisdictional lines, law enforcement then formed
multiagency task forces. Members of today's task
forces likely include representatives from one or more
federal, state, county, and local agencies from a
particular geographic region. Similar to the state and
federal agencies created earlier in the century, while
their combined territorial jurisdiction remains broad,
their investigative focus tends to be narrow, limited
by a mutual agreement to a particular crime or class
of crime.

LAW ENFORCEMENT RESPONSE
Today, even the state and federal police agencies

often find their jurisdictions too restrictive, while the
multiagency task forces may have become as un-
wieldy as they are ubiquitous. Both were 20th century

approaches; thus, law enforcement
administrators must develop better
solutions for the new millennium.
New proposals must provide for
effective, reasonably efficient law
enforcement across jurisdictional
lines and, yet, still preserve
sufficient safeguards against the
creation of a giant police state and
maintain concern for local needs.

Extradition
To resolve international

conflicts over fugitives, the U.S.
State Department, in cooperation
with the U.S. Department of

Justice, has moved away from the traditional extradi-
tion treaty and toward the broader mutual legal
assistance treaty (MLAT). The MLAT not only
provides for the arrest and extradition of fugitives, but
also sets procedures for gathering evidence at all
stages of an investigation.1

Similarly, because individuals frequently travel
across state lines, legislatures should streamline
interstate extradition procedures with today's rela-
tively uniform criminal and traffic laws and perhaps
abolish the whole extradition process outright. Courts

8 / FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin



from one state should not intervene in a prosecution
in the courts of another state.

of video teleconferencing proves more convenient and
cost effective.

Distance Justice
Modern telecommunications technology and

travel arrangements might allow the process from
investigation through trial in a single case to take
place in more than one venue. For several years,
distance-learning programs have used television,
teleconferencing, and the Internet to bring the college
classroom experience to students.
Law enforcement should adopt a
similar concept of "distance
justice." In fact, many jurisdic-
tions already use videocon-
ferencing to hold preliminary court
appearances for in-custody defen-
dants, detention hearings for
juveniles, and pretrial depositions
for witnesses.

Although these proceedings
normally take place just across the
street, or perhaps across town, they
easily could occur across the state,
the country, or even the globe.
Americans have grown accustomed to televised legal
proceedings through regular exposure to national
cable news and local government access channels.
Some local governments now experiment with
Internet sites that provide for electronic correspon-
dence, inquiries, access to public records, and appli-
cations for licenses and permits. Some cities are
considering the use of real-time, interactive formats to
allow citizens to participate in town council meetings
as if they were there in person.

One effort at multivenue proceedings occurred in
Miami, when Italian and U.S. courts cooperated in the
trial of an Italian citizen accused of murdering a
Florida revenue agent. Because the defendant would
have faced the death penalty in the United States,
Italy refused to extradite him and instead tried him
there under Italian law. However, because the
victim's widow was too ill to travel overseas, the
Italian judges heard her testimony from a federal
courtroom in Miami.2 Such cooperation seems even
more feasible in the United States, where the states
share basic legal and political traditions, and the use

CONCLUSION
More than 30 years ago, the President's Commis-

sion on Law Enforcement and Administration of Jus-
tice lamented the inefficiencies imposed by ancient
political and geographic boundaries. Its members
called for better coordination, and even consolidation,
of police services throughout the country but con-

ceded to the overwhelming legal
and political obstacles to true
reform.3 Since then, law enforce-
ment has tried to work around
geographic limits by creating new
agencies, establishing joint task
forces, revamping procedures, and
applying new technology. Perhaps
the time has arrived to move
beyond these obstacles to create a
transnational jurisdictional para-
digm more suited to the world of
today and tomorrow.

Creating such a paradigm for
law enforcement may seem radical

today. However, as this century progresses, we will
see truly inter-national standards of conduct estab-
lished because of global commerce and mass media.
Law enforcement will have to operate more as an
interstate, if not international, network of accredited
professionals, sharing information, resources, and
operations without regard to geopolitical boundaries.
Police will have to make full use of transportation and
telecommunications technology at all phases of an
investigation and prosecution, yet still provide proper
safeguards for civil rights and due consideration for
local needs. The results, perhaps, would be a
system of criminal justice more suited to the new
millennium.

Endnotes
1 For additional information on mutual legal assistance treaties, see

Stephen P. Cutler, "Building International Cases: Tools for Successful
International Investigations," FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, December
1999, 1-5.

2. "Italian Justice Transplanted to Miami for Murder Trial," St.
Petersburg (Florida) Times, April 29, 1998, 4(B).

3. The Challenge of Crime in a Free Society, Washington DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1967, 119-123.
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