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Hazardous Chemicals from 
Clandestine Labs Pose Threat 
to Law Enforcement 
By EDWARD F. CONNORS, III, President, Institute for Law and Justice, Alexandria, Virginia 

O ne of the most dangerous emerg­
ing trends in narcotics enforce­
ment is the rapid increase in 

clandestine drug laboratories in the 
United States. These illicit labs, which 
manufacture a variety of controlled sub­
stances, pose a significant threat to the 
safety and health of law enforcement of­
ficers involved in investigating, searching 
and seizing the labs. Illegal drug labs also 
potentially threaten the environment 
with chemical contamination. 

Many clandestine labs contain hazard­
ous toxic chemicals, and exposure to 
these chemicals can often be life-threat­
ening. Exposure can result from inhaling 
vapors, getting chemicals in the eyes, 
absorbing chemicals through the skin, 
acids burning the skin, accidentally 
ingesting chemicals and other forms of 
contact. Some chemicals in these labs are 
also highly flammable and can explode 
with slight contact or heat. Ether, a com­
mon solvent used to make methamphe­
tamine, explodes with the force of dyna­
mite. Runoff of chemicals from clan­
destine labs may also contaminate water 
sources or soil, and toxic vapors may even 
permeate building structures. 

In addition to the health and safety 
hazards of the clandestine labs, police 
agencies face the threat of civil liability 
for lack of training, improper handling 
and storage of chemical waste and neg­
ligent decontamination of the lab sites. 

According to a recent survey by the 
Institute for Law and Justice (IL}), the 
presence of clandestine labs is pro­
liferating, particularly in the western and 
southwestern states. The 10 states con­
tacted reported nearly 1,200 illegal lab 
seizures in the past 18 months. Admin­
istrator John Lawn states that the Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) 
investigated 810 clandestine labs in 1988. 
This is a significant increase over the 184 
labs investigated in 1981. 

Most clandestine drug labs produce 
methamphetamine and amphetamine; 
but labs have also been seized that were 
manufacturing methadone, phencycli­
dine (PCP), fentanyL MDMA ("ecstasy") 
and other controlled substance analogues. 

Many medical experts expect the field 
of illegal synthetic drugs to increase rap­
idly as "entrepreneurial chemists" take 

advantage of improved technology in 
computers and communications.! 

Some law enforcement experts in the 
West think that methamphetamine 
("speed" or "crank") will replace crack 
cocaine as the national drug crisis for the 
1990s. Methamphetamine is cheaper than 
cocaine and produces a longer-lasting 
euphoria. The number of methampheta­
mine-related hospital mentions reported 
nationwide in 1988 increased 110 percent 
over 1985 totals.2 Some police officials 
estimate that current clandestine labs 
could produce 25 tons of methamphe-· 
tamine a year, generating $3 billion in 
illegal profits.3 

Health and Safety Regulations 
Handling hazardous substances is ex­

tensively regulated by health and safety 
agencies because of potential harm to 
employees and the public. 

Law enforcement involvement with 
clandestine drug labs is a hazardous 
substance response operation that falls 
under the regulations of the Occupation­
al Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) (29 CFR Part 1910 et seq). OSHA 
regulations require the following actions 
by employers to protect employees deal­
ing with hazardous substances: 

• Communicate clear and unambiguous 
warnings on the hazards and dangers of chem­
ical substances. These warnillgs must be 
reillforced with educational programs. 
This applies not only to investigators in 
the field who come in contact with 
chemicals, but also to technicians and 
chemists ill the crime lab who analyze 
the seized chemicals. 

• Train all employees exposed to hazardous 
substances. These employees must be 
thoroughly trained ill recognizing and 
dealing with safety and health hazards 
present ill clandestine lab sites, use of 
protective equipment, safe work prac­
tices and other safety measures. An initial 
40 hours of safety training is required, 
coupled with three days of actual field 
experience. These employees are also re­
quired to receive eight hours of refresher 
trailling annually. This specialized train­
ing must be certified in accordance with 
OSHA standards. 

• Provide proper protective equipment. 
OSHA regulations require a range of safe-

ty equipment for workers exposed to 
dangerous substances. This equipment 
must meet specific standards established 
by the National Institute for Occupation­
al Safety and Health for exposure levels. 
Examples of standard protective equip­
ment in clandestine lab situations include 
coveralls (chemical-resistant suits), 
gloves, respirators, boots, goggles and 
atmosphere monitors. 

• Examine and monitor the health of 
employees exposed to hazardous substances. A 
continuous medical surveillance program. 
is needed to identify as soon as possible 
signs and symptoms indicating possible 
overexposure to hazardous substances. 
Exposure situations should always be 
documented carefully and thoroughly for 
future medical reference. Prior to training 
or working with clandestine labs, em­
ployees should receive thorough medical 
screening to determine their fitness for 
the assignments. 

In addition to federal OSHA regula­
tions, many state health and labor safety 
agencies have authority to enforce . laws 
governing hazardous substance opera­
tions. Last year, a small· police agency in 
Oregon was fined nearly $3,000 for a 
variety of violations of the Oregon Safe 
Employment Act. The violations included 
failure to provide adequate warnings, 
training and protective equipment for 
employees exposed to hazardous sub­
stances in seizing illegal methampheta­
mine labs. 

The U.S. Department of Transportation 
(DOT) regulates the packaging and trans­
portation of hazardous substances (49 
CFR Parts 170-172). Hazardous substance 
carriers must meet DOT's secure trans­
portation standards before dangerous 
chemicals can be moved over the high­
ways. 

Operations illvolving hazardous sub­
stance storage, disposal and site clean­
up are governed by the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) under the Com­
prehensive Environmental Response, 
Compens,ation and Liability Act of 1980 
as amended (42 U.S.c. 9601 et seq). Costly 
liability may attach to a hazardous waste 
generators who allow hazardous sub­
stances to release into the soil, water or 
air. 
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Investigating Clandestine Labs 
Information from informants and the 

public, such as reports of "strange" odors 
from residences, probably provide law 
enforcement with the greatest number 
of tips on clandestine lab operations, but 
tracking precursor chemicais and lab 
glassware may lead to the greatest vol­
ume of illegal drug seizures. 

In 1988, as part of the omnibus Anti­
Drug Abuse Act of 1988, Congress passed 
the Chemical Diversion and Trafficking 
Act. Under this law, DEA has recently 
proposed regulations that, among other 
things, impose new record-keeping and 
reporting requirements on chemical sup­
ply companies. These companies must 
keep records (name, address, phone 
number, form of identification presented) 
of regulated transactions (including sales) 
involving listed chemicals, tableting 
machines and encapsulating machines. 
Companies must also report to DEA any 
regulated transaction involving an extra­
ordinary quantity of a listed chemical, an 
uncommon method of payment or 
delivery or any other circumstances that 
the regulated person believes may 
indicate that the chemical will be used 
in violation of the act. 

DEA also has authority under this law 
to stop export shipments of listed chem­
icals if there is sufficient reason to believe 
the shipment is not destined for le-

gitimate industrial, commercial or scien­
tific use. 

A number of states, including Califor­
nia, Oregon, Washington and Texas, also 
have state laws that require chemical 
companies to maintain records of the sale 
of certain precursor chemicals and glass­
ware.4 These laws enable law enforce­
ment to track the sale of chemicals and 
other supplies frequently used in clan­
destine labs. 

Lab Raids and Seizures 
Trial and error over the past five years 

has led a number of police agencies to 
develop a structured set of procedures 
for raiding and seizing a clandestine lab.s 
Pioneered by some key states and DEA, 
clandestine lab raid and seizure pro­
cedures involve the following stages: 

• Preraid planning: This involves meet­
ing to review intelligence information 
and coordinate the tactical operation. 
Many raids on illegal labs involve the 
presence of law enforcement personnel 
from different agencies and jursidictions, 
as well as back-up support from fire and 
emergency medical services. The pre-raid 
plan should include a combination of 
standard drug raid strategies (e.g., phys­
ical layout of building, presence of 
weapons, tactical approach, communica­
tions, perimeter security, etc.) and plans 
for dealing with hazardous materials (e.g., 

evacuation plans,' first aid, etc.) 
• Initial entry: An initial entry team, 

similar to a SWAT unit, is used to secure 
the lab site, arrest suspects and remove 
them to an uncontaminated location. This 
entry team wears safety equipment that 
protects against hazardous chemical 
exposure and violence by the suspects, 
yet does not restrict necessary move­
ment. The entry team must be trained 
to recognize lab-related dangerous situa­
tions such as a highly flammable manu­
facturing process or the presence of 
booby traps. For example, the back door 
of a lab recently raided in Oklahoma was 
guarded with a trip wire connected to 
a hand grenade. 

• Site assessment: Once the lab is secure, 
an assessment team enters the lab to 
assess the hazards. This team must always 
include a qualified chemist. The team also 
wears adequate protective equipment 
and, since the initial danger is unknown, 
often wears self-contained breathing 
apparatus. It is responsible for deter­
mining the presence and levels of toxic 
or explosive gases or vapors, determing 
oxygen levels and deactivating and 
ventilating the lab. 

• Processing and dismantling the lab: The 
processing team consists of experienced 
chemists and crime lab personnel. This 
team, which also wears adequate pro­
tective equipment, is used to identify, 

Announcing 
Training Key Volume 18 

• Patrol Response to Open Air Drug Markets 
• High Risk Warrant Service 
• The Dynamics of Fear in Critical Incidents 
• Conducting Roadside Motor Carrier Inspections 
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• Investigation of Satanic-Related Crime 

These are but a few of the subjects that will be explored in upcoming issues of 
Training Key Volume 18. 
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document and collect evidence of crim­
inal activity. Some of the activities of the 
processing personnel include taking 
samples of chemicals, labeling chemical 
containers (placing warning signs on 
hazardous cherrticals), photographing or 
videotaping the scene and original setup 
and lifting of latent fingerprints, if 
required. 

As the last two stages indicate, chem­
ists are an integral part of clandestine lab 
raids and seizures. Trained chemists are 
necessary to determine the potential haz­
ards associated with exposure to toxic 
substances and document the manufac­
turing process used in the illegal lab. 

Chemists have also been used to in­
terview suspects outside the lab to obtain 
an accurate history of the manufacturing 
process. Sometimes a "chemist" engaged 
in illegal drug manufacturing is more 
likely to open up to another chemist. 

Care must be taken in storing haz­
ardous substance evidence recovered 
from a clandestine lab. The storage 
facility, which should be away from the 
regular evidence storage area, must meet 
EPA and OSHA standards. 

One of the key positions recommended 
to oversee clandestine lab raids and seiz­
ures is a safety officer. This officer ensures 
that essential personnel wear adequate 
protective equipment, reports exposure 
situations and supervises the trans-

portation of hazardous substances, de­
contamination of personnel and site 
clean-up. This position should compile 
a report of the hazardous substances 
found and forward it to the appropriate 
local or state health/environmental 
agency or to a regional EPA office. 

It is recommended that, as part of the 
pre-raid planning, the raid coordinator 
ensure that the team has adequate back­
up from fire and emergency medical 
services personnel.6 In fact, one of the 
better clandestine lab programs in the 
nation is a joint police-fire approach by 
the city of Portland, Oregon. While police 
agencies are just now training to deal 
with hazardous substances, fire service 
agencies have been training and using 
hazardous materials units for years. 

The final aspect of an agency's clan­
destine lab operating procedures must 
deal with site clean-up and disposal of 
contaminated materials. 

Clean-up and Disposal 
The aspect of clandestine labs that may 

cause the most problems and expense 
for law enforcement· in the future is 
hazardous waste clean-up and disposal. 
ResponSibility for hazardous waste clean­
up and disposal ultimately rests with the 
individual or organization that produced 
the waste, or first caused the waste to 
become subject to regulation. EPA has 

ruled that DEA is the "generator" of 
hazardous wastes from clandestine labs 
it handles, making DEA legally liable for 
clean-up and disposal. 

In response to this problem, DEA con­
tracts with a licensed hazardous waste 
disposal company to remove chemicals, 
equipment and glassware from the lab 
site.7 The hazardous substances are 
carefully packed and transported to 
storage or disposal facilities. Noneviden­
tiary hazardous substances are de­
stroyed. DEA procedures recommend 
treating all drug lab chemicals, glassware 
and equipment as if they are hazardous 
wastes. The contractor may also assist in 
decontaminating all individuals exposed 
to the hazardous substances in the 
clandestine lab and in cleaning up the 
site. 

As an additional measure to protect the 
public, DEA posts a warning sign on the 
site notifying others that hazardous 
substances or waste products may still 
be present in the buildings or ground. 
The agency also notifies the legal owner 
of the property as to the condition of the 
property. 

One state responding to ILl's survey 
reported spending as much as $70,000 to 
clean up and dispose of hazardous waste 
at a single clandestine lab site. 

In order to deal with the growing im­
pact of the hazardous wastes produced 
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The Southwestern Law Enforcement Institute (SLEI), a division of the 
Southwestern Legal Foundation, is located in the northern metropolitan area 
of Dallas, Texas. Since 1957 it has provided training and educational programs 
to law enforcement personnel from around the United States. 

The SLEI is committed to the "new police administrator"-the public 
manager who recognizes the importance of both practical experience and 
classroom education to successful law enforcement administration. 

Membership is available in the institute and members receive substantial 
course discounts. 

Dr. Gary W. Sykes, Director 

PROGRAMS AND COURSES 
Command and Management School 
Physical Space Management 
Contemporary Issues: Anti-Drug Strategies 
Managing Personnel Issues in the 90s 
Strategic Planning and Research 
Internal Affairs 
School of Police Supervision 
Risk Management: Deadly Force 
School of Police Supervision 
Advanced Management College 

January 8-March 23 
February 12-13 

March 21-23 
April 4-6" 

April 23-May 4 
May 21-25" 
June 4-29 

September 7" 
October 1-26 

November 12-16 

Risk Management: Pursuit Driving Litigation, Liability and Policy: 
January 15 (McAllen, Texas), January 26 (Houston, Texas), February 9 (Denver, 
Colorado), February 23 (Phoenix, Arizona), March 9 (Little Rock, Arkansas), 
March 16 (New Orleans, Louisiana), March 23 (Oklahoma City, Oklahoma) 
and April 6 (Albuquerque, New Mexico) 
"Tetltative Date 
For further information, please contact: 
Ms. Peggy Schaller, Southwestern Law Enforcement Institute, P.O. Box 830707, 
Richardson, TX 75083-0707; 214/690-2383 
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Chief of Police 
==================== Kansas City, Missouri ==::::======== 

A midwestern community with a population of 448,000 covering 318 square miles 
in three counties. The department is comprised of 1,848 law enforcement and civilian 
employees. The Board of Police Commissioners is soliciting applications for the 
position of police chief. 

Requirements: At time of appointment, not more than 60 years of age; at least 
five years of executive experience in governmental police agency; certification of 
good physical condition by a surgeon or physician; a citizen of the United States 
and be, or become, a citizen of Missouri and a resident of Kansas City. Salary range, 
$68,000 to $88,103. Will be selected by the board solely on the basis of executive 
and administrative qualifications and demonstrated knowledge of police science 
and administration, with special reference to actual experience in law enforcement 
leadership. 

Applications may be obtained from and submitted to: 
Cathy J. Dean 

Secretary 1 Attorney 
Board of Police Commissioners 

4705 Central 
Kansas City, MO 64112 
Telephone: 816/931-3353 

Appliclltions must be returned on or before February 15, 1990. 
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from clandestine labs, Congress created 
a federal interagency task force to address 
the problem. Under authority of the Anti­
Drug Abuse Act of 1988, the task force 
is to formulate, test and implement a 
program for clean-up and disposal of 
hazardous wastes produced by clan­
destine labs. The task force consists of 
representatives from DEA, EPA and the· 
Coast Guard. 

This joint task force has produced 
proposed guidelines to help state and 
local law enforcement agencies better 
manage the clean-up and disposal of 
hazardous wastes from illegal drug labs.s 
In terms of site clean-up, the joint task 
force recommends that the local or state 
law enforcement agency complete its 
responsibility after disposing of all 
contaminated materials and turn the 
oversight of the clean-up of "residual 
contamination" to the ''lead state agency" 
responsiblee for hazardous waste clean­
up. Such a relationship must be worked 
out on a state-by-state basis. 

Conclusion 
The investigation and handling of 

clandestine drug labs poses special 
problems for law enforcement. The 
hazardous waste law is new for police. 
It is also an area of the law that holds 
a significant potential of civil liability for 
police employers in terms of claims by 
injured workers, fines by OSHA and EPA 
and lawsuits by the public. 

While law enforcement is struggling to 
deal with hazardous substance issues 
and laws, some of the programs imple­
mented by DEA and a few of the states 
may be helpful. BJA has funded four 
states and one city to develop model 
clandestine lab programs: California, 
Washington, New Jersey, Pennsylvania 
and Portland, Oregon. Several of these 
states have worked with DEA to develop 
certified safety training programs. 

Proposed guidelines in lab clean-up 
and hazardous waste disposal are avail­
able from the DEAlEPA task force. In 
addition, ILJ and the National Sheriffs' 
Association provide overview training on 
investigating and handling clandestine 
labs. 

In summary, law enforcement must 
better prepare to deal with clandestine 
drug labs. Few comprehensive guidelines 
for law enforcement exist.1O 

The objective of police agencies inves­
tigating and handling clandestine labs 
should be to ensure the safety of em­
ployees and the public by reducing or 
avoiding exposure to hazardous chem­
icals. Some recommendations gleaned 
from agencies successfully dealing with 
the problems posed by illegal drug labs 
are as follows: 

• Develop and document policy and pro­
cedure for investigating and handling clandes­
tine drug labs, Several agencies have 
accomplished this by creating an ongoing 



safety committee chaired by a hazardous 
materials coordinator. If possible, the 
approach should be multijurisdictional, 
since the problem typically overlaps jur­
isdictions. The approach should also 
include coordinating with fire and emer­
gency medical services and state agencies 
responsible for enforcing worker health 
and safety and environmental laws. 

• Develop safety training and medical 
screening and suroeillance for employees 
exposed to hazardous substances that meet 
OSHA standards. Police departments 
should work with state and federal agen­
cies involved in enforciTlg worker safety 
regulations to develop certified training 
programs that meet OSHA standards for 
training employees exposed to hazard­
ous substances (29 CFR 1910.120(e)). Fire 
department HAZMAT personnel may 
also help with this training. Personnel 
involved with hazardous substances 
should also be medically screened and 
their health continuously observed. 

• Pravide adequate protective equipment for 
employees exposed to hazardous substances. 
Proper safety equipment is critical for the 
health and safety of employees exposed 
to hazardous chemicals. Employers have 
an affirmative duty to warn and educate 
employees about the dangers of haz­
ardous substances in the workplace. 

• Contract with a licensed hazardous waste 
disposal company for clandestine lab site clean­
up, decontamination and storage and disposal 
of hazardous substances. Hazardous waste 
clean-up and disposal is a highly tech­
nical field and law enforcement should 
rely on private industry to help in this 
area. Law enforcement cannot assume 
the burden alone of cleaning up hazard­
ous waste caused by clandestine drug 
labs. State agencies responsible for en­
vironmental protection and for workers' 
health and safety must be involved in 
the problem. * 
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POLICE CHIEF 
MOUNT DORA, FLORIDA (population 6,800). The city of Mount Dora, located approximately 
25 miles northwest of Orlando, Florida, is seeking a police chief to head a department of 
27 employees with a proposed operating budget of $950,000. The present salary range 
is $30,950 to $43,326 with a full benefits package. Applicants must be currently certified 
or able to obtain certification by the state of Florida and possess a bachelor's degree in 
criminal justice, police administration or related field. Ten years of progressive supervisory 
police experience and extensive formal training in modern police administrative practices 
and procedures are also required. Send resume by February 1, 1990 to: 

Dennis L. Finch, City Manager 
City of Mount Dora 

P.O. Box 176 
Mount Dora, FL 32757 
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