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Public Safety Bulletin 

July 6, 2009 

 

(U) Meth Lab Hazards to Emergency Responders 
 
 

(U) In November 2008, two special education teachers in 

South Bend, Indiana were arrested after a meth lab ex-

ploded in their home and caused a fire.1  According to law 

enforcement statistics, in 2008 the state of Indiana had a 

31% increase in methamphetamine lab seizures since 2007. 

Recent disruption of meth “super labs” in Mexico may 

have opened up the market to smaller producers throughout 

the nation to supply demand for the drug.2  The rise in 

meth labs throughout the state increases possible toxic ex-

posure to the public, especially to law enforcement and 

emergency responders.   

 

(U) Toxic Ingredients 

 
(U) Many of the chemicals used to prepare meth are toxic and sometimes flammable.  Depending on the types of 

chemicals available to the drug maker, different recipes using different combinations of chemicals can be used to 

manufacture meth.  Hazards often result from the reaction of various types of chemicals combined together.3  A 

few examples of the types of toxic chemicals that meth makers might use are listed below: 

• Brake cleaner (toluene)  
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• Engine starter (ether) 

• Drain cleaner (sulfuric acid) 

• Gasoline additives (methanol/alcohol) 

• Farm fertilizer (anhydrous ammonia)4 

 

(U) Risks to Emergency Responders from Meth Labs 
 

(U) Explosions— The most immediate danger is the risk of combustion from the mixture of gases emitted by 

cooking with toxic chemicals.  If a clandestine lab is uncovered in active production mode, only trained personnel 

should enter and contain the facility.  Do not attempt to stop the chemical reaction.  Turning an electrical device 

on or off or switching on a flashlight could spark an explosion.   Evacuate the immediate area and if the lab is very 

large, the surrounding neighborhood may need to be evacuated.5   

 

(U) Chemical Toxicity—In the state of Washington, a suspect with chemical burns from a meth explosion was 

treated by three hospital employees.  Shortly after, the three employees began vomiting from exposure to the 

chemical residue on the suspect.  Three EMTs and two law enforcement personnel also became sick from expo-

sure to the suspect.  When first responders unexpectedly come across an active meth lab they can be susceptible to 

acute chemical exposure which can cause lung damage and burns to the body.6  In statistics compiled on meth lab 

incidents in five states, 51% of injuries occurring at meth labs occurred to first responders and 69.9% of those in-

juries occurred to police officers responding to the scene.7   

 

(U) Anti-personnel devices—Meth makers have been known to rig clandestine lab sites to ambush law enforce-

ment or other intruders.  Anti-personnel devices can also give the lab workers advance warning of an intruder to 

help give them time to escape.  The devices can be rigged to cause death or injury to first responders.    A few ex-

amples of hidden devices rigged by meth makers are listed below: 

• Explosives set off by fishing line tripwire 

• Watch dogs trained to kill 

• Venomous snakes 

• Concealed pits with a rigged bomb 

• Spring loaded sharp-edged objects 

• Acid containers hung over doorways 

• Grenades 

• Acid jars rigged to mix with potassium cyanide crystals to create hydrogen cyanide gas8 

 

(U) Recommended Safety Procedures 
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(U) Training and preparing first responders are the keys to safely containing a meth production site.  A few sug-

gestions for personnel training are listed below: 

• Rehearse— Review your agency’s hazardous material response procedures.  Consider training personnel 

in your department in hazmat response.  If your agency does not have hazmat response trained personnel, consider 

establishing a working relationship with a hazardous material response team in your locality.9  

• Recognize clandestine lab signs—First responders should be trained to recognize the signs of a potential  

meth lab, such as: lookouts, guard dogs, suspicious odors, blacked out windows, heavy traffic at night, large quan-

tities of trash such as empty chemical containers, and red stained coffee filters.10  

• Recognize hazards—Be aware of the danger of cuts and puncture wounds from injection needles and 

various glass beakers and tubes that are often scattered around a clandestine lab.  Also, “tinkle tweakers” will store 

urine in containers to recover methamphetamine that has not metabolized in a meth user’s metabolic system.11 

 

(U) Post-Seizure Procedures 

 
• Establish a perimeter—The possibility of explosions, toxic fumes, and the risk of chemical burns  

necessitate establishing a safety perimeter to keep unprotected responders and neighboring citizens out of the dan-

ger zone.  It is important to keep out all personnel except the professional hazmat team.  Until the hazmat team 

controls and removes the hazardous chemicals, all other personnel should stay clear of the building.12 

• Wear Personal Protective Equipment—Authorized personnel who are on the scene should wear at a 

minimum disposable gloves, a mask, eye protection, and a disposable protective jumpsuit.13   

• Ventilate—Open windows and doors for air circulation.  Before the property is cleaned up it should be 

aired out for several days to mitigate the concentration of toxins in the air.14   

 

(U//FOUO) Local Analysis 

 
(U//FOUO) Trends show expanding numbers of meth labs throughout the state of Indiana, especially in rural sec-

tors.  In rural, secluded areas of the state, meth makers find it easier to conceal labs and screen activities from ob-

servers.15  In the case of the two teachers in South Bend, the commonly held profile of meth makers as loners with 

poor educational background and low income may need to be reassessed by local officials who are on the alert for 

meth labs in their localities.16  Because of the spillover of toxic waste and contamination by meth labs, local offi-

cials might consider reviewing policies on toxic waste cleanup in the community. Also, consider implementing 

standards for cleanup and decontamination of buildings that housed clandestine meth labs.  Because of the rise in 

lab seizures throughout the state, it is critical for emergency responders to be trained on the hazards that can be 

encountered in meth labs so that if a clandestine lab is uncovered, the emergency responders will know how to 

protect themselves and the surrounding community from injury. 
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(U)  For questions or comments regarding this article please contact Indiana Intelligence Fusion Center EMA Liai-

sons Kathleen LaCorte at klacorte@iifc.in.gov or Kevin B. Kinnee 317-234-6653  kkinnee@iifc.in.gov. 
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COMMENTS: 

Customer Satisfaction Survey 

Fax to: 317-234-4749 

 

Meth Lab Hazards to Emergency Responders 
 

Dear IIFC Customer: 

In an effort to ensure quality service and to meet the needs of our customers, we are ask-

ing that you please take a few moments to complete this survey.  Your feedback will 

greatly aid our efforts in providing you with the necessary information to accomplish your 

mission. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please Check the  

appropriate box. 

Strongly 

  Agree 

Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

This product provided  

useful information. 

     

This product provided the 

level of detail I require. 

     

This product contained 

timely information. 

     

This product provided me 

with information I do not get 

from any other source. 

     

This product affected opera-

tions or policy decisions. 

     

Overall, I am satisfied with 

this product. 

     


