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Methamphetamine:
Protecting The Child

Gregg F. Wright, M.D.,M.Ed.
UNL-Center on Children, Families, and the Law

Methamphetamine Challenge - Creighton Dec 2, 2005
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Three Goals

� Meth as a hazard to children
� Meth as an impact on Child Welfare

� The CHEM-L protocol
– for children in methamphetamine “labs”
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Child’s “ sippy” cup

H2SO4
+ HCl 
+ NaCl

=
A hydrogen 
chloride gas 
generator
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QuickTime™ and a
DV/DVCPRO - NTSC decompressor

are needed to see this picture.
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Methamphetamine
Is not hard to make

H
O

Pseudoephedrine

Methamphetamine

Cocaine

H
O

Methamphetamine
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Methamphetamine

Methamphetamine

H

White powder

Dirty brown sugar
(impurities) 

Clear crystals
(pure crystallization)
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Methamphetamine

Methamphetamine

H Street names:
meth
crank
speed
chalk
ice
crystal
glass

Rx: Desoxyn®
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Desoxyn®

� Ovation Pharmaceuticals, Inc.
� Indications

– ADHD -- 5mg once or twice/day
– “Short term” treatment of exogenous 

obesity
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Desoxyn®

� Ovation Pharmaceuticals, Inc.
– “The magnitude of increased weight loss of drug-

treated patients is only a fraction of a pound a 
week.”

– “Tolerance to the anorectic effect usually develops 
within a few weeks.”

– “When this happens, … the drug should be 
discontinued.”

� “The limited usefulness of DESOXYN tablets 
should be weighed against possible risks 
inherent in the use of the drug . . .”
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Methamphetamine

14

Methamphetamine
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Methamphetamine
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Methamphetamine

17

Methamphetamine
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Methamphetamine
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Methamphetamine

– It sends a very basic signal
“YOU NEED THIS

TO SURVIVE!”
– The brain adjusts

“EVEN THIS IS NOT ENOUGH!”
– It is the “walk-away drug”

• From a relationship
• From children
• From a job
• From everything
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Why do you blush? 
“Well, it’ s just a 
little warm in here.”
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Methamphetamine
Easy to use

Very easily 
absorbed

Eaten

Snorted

Injected

Smoked

Immediate
Rush

Rapid
Onset

3-5 min

Gradual
Onset

10-15 m
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Methamphetamine
Long acting

Meth

Releases dopamine

High lasts 8 to 24 
hours!

50% gone in 12 hours

Cocaine

Stops dopamine reuptake

High lasts 20 to 30 
minutes!

50% gone in 1 hour
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Methamphetamine
Tempting to make

� Available recipe
� + Available chemicals

� + Highly motivated cooks
– Need the drug
– Need the money

� + Highly Impaired cooks

� = Local, apolitical chemical terrorism
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Methamphetamine
Tempting to make

� 20% of Nebraska meth is home-made
� Much more than 20% of

– Law enforcement effort
– Environmental impact
– Impact on children

� Increase from 10 labs in 1998
– To 369 labs in 2002 (in NE)
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Making Meth
“Recipe is available

Most cooks learn from other cooks
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Making Meth
Child endangerment

� What are the risks to kids 
living in these environments? 
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Making Meth
A dangerous business

� Two common methods
– Anhydrous Ammonia Method

– Red Phosphorus Method

Nebraska’s
Choice

Mega-labs in Southwest
Other home labs
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Making Meth
A dangerous business

� Both methods start with ephedrine or 
pseudoephedrine

H
O

Pseudoephedrine
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Making Meth
Risks to Children:

� Both use volatile organics compounds
– Acetone
– Benzene
– Ether
– Hexane
– Methanol
– Coleman Fuel
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Cancer?   and liver damage?
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Making Meth
Risks to Children:

� Acute lymphocytic leukemia
– Parental occupational exposure

• X. Shu 1999

– Neighborhood exposure to gas stations
• C. Steffin 2004
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

20% of labs are discovered because they blow up!
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Burns to
children

Ether stored
in the

refrigerator
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

� Both methods use strong acids and
bases
– Muriatic Acid (HCl)
– Driveway Cleaner 
– Drain Cleaner (NaOH)
– Sulfuric Acid
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

� Both methods use strong acids and
bases
– Inadequate storage

• Pop bottles in refrigerator
• Unlabled containers
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

Anhydrous Ammonia

Blue
green
stains

Unsafe
Storage

Strong smell of cat urine may be a clue.
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

"When I first walked in the
room, it looked like the floor
was just fur," Weverka said.
"Then we realized they were
cats. Real cats.”

Someone anonymously reported a strong ammonia or urine 
smell coming from the house 

146 Cats Found In House
Lincoln Journal Star, Aug. 19, 2004

Then again, it may be cats.
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Lithium strips from
taking apart batteries

Lithium is dangerous
and will spontaneously
ignite in water
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Must generate
hydrogen
chloride gas
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Red Phosphorus from matchbook
striker plates

Iodine crystals

Phosphine Gas

Iodine Toxicity
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

� Methamphetamine itself
– Acute exposure to pure drug

• 18 kids age 13 or younger
• Agitation, inconsolability, increased heart rate, 

abdominal pain, vomiting, seizures, muscle 
breakdown, fever, ataxia

• Treatments included CT of head, spinal taps, 
and spider anti-venom

» Kolecki, 1998 Ped Emergency Care 14:385-7
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

� Methamphetamine itself
– Environmental exposure is definite

• Martyny research at Jewish National Hospital
• Up to 16,000 micrograms/100 cm after “cook”
• Inside microwaves, air returns, all flat surfaces

– Effects on children are unknown
• Is it safe in 5 m.g. doses?
• Is it neurotoxic?
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Making Meth
Risks to Children

Parenting Risks

Weapons Pornography
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

FIRE

FOSTER
MD

EMS

HHS

ER

Co.Atty
Police

CASA
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

FIRE

FOSTER

MD

EMS
HHS

ER

Co.Atty
Police

CASA
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

FIRE

FOSTER

MD

EMSHHS

ER

Co.Atty

Police

CASA

Substance 
Abuse Tx

Environmental
Health
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Coordination 
at the scene Contain and

Decontaminate

Appropriate 
Medical
Care

Informed 
Foster 
Care

Environmental Protection
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Coordination 
at the scene

Document Exposure
Medical supplies

Law Enforcement
in Charge

Responsibility
for the child

Medical history
Clean clothes
Comfort toys
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Contain and
Decontaminate

Urgent
or

Not Urgent
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Contain and
Decontaminate

Urgent!

Symptoms
Respiratory
Neurologic
Skin

Decontaminate 
Immediately
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Contain and
Decontaminate

Not Urgent
Contain

Transport

Decontaminate
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Appropriate 
Medical
Care

Immediate Care (2-4 hours)
Abuse
Behavior/Mental Health
Care and Neglect
Development
Exposure to Chemicals

Document

Arrange Medical Home



Gregg F. Wright, M.D., M.Ed.

Making Meth, Endangering Kids 19

55

Information about
Contamination issues
Mental health issues
Physical health issues
Observation
Who and when to call
Need for medical home

Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Informed 
Foster 
Care
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Environmental Protection

Making 1 lb of Meth generates 5-7 lbs toxic waste

•Responsibility

•Standards

•Notification

•Precursors
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

Children Exposed to 
Methamphetamine Labs

CHEM-L Protocol

http://ccfl.unl.edu projects      current
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CHEM-L Protocol on the Web 

� http://ccfl.unl.edu
– Projects

• Current Projects

� http://www.nationaldec.org
– Research and Articles
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Protecting the Kids
Working Together

60

QUESTIONS?


