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Methamphetamine takes a
personal toll on users, in
addition to its impacts on the
community. (Vigo County Sheriff’s
Department photos)

I
nnovative business opportunities. The latest fashion trends. Popular cultural movements.
All of these and more typically find their beginnings in the coastal areas of the United
States before migrating to the Midwest. 

One most unwelcome wanderer from the West Coast came in the form of methamphetamine.
Popular as long as 20 years ago in Hawaii, California and the Southwest, the highly potent
and addictive drug has delivered costly impacts to Indiana communities since the late 1990s.

Indiana’s methamphetamine (meth) law, which went into effect on July 1 of last year, restricts
the purchase of products containing ephedrine and pseudoephedrine. These ingredients, found
in cold medicines, are combined with other common products to allow meth “cooks” to produce
their own drug supply.

Terre Haute and Vigo County had the jump on the state in combating the problem. Law
enforcement, health care, business and community leaders joined forces to tackle an issue that
was proving to be a very significant financial and societal challenge.

Widespread problem
In 2004, according to the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 11.7 million people

reported using methamphetamine at some point in their lives; 1.4 million within the past
year; and 600,000 within the past month. Nationally, the number of people seeking
treatment for meth/stimulant abuse increased from 2% in 1993 to 7% a decade later. In
some states – Hawaii (41.5%), California (30.7%), Idaho (26.2%) and Arkansas (22.1%) –
the treatment increases over that time period were staggering.

According to the Meth Free Indiana Coalition, meth is estimated to cost the state
more than $100 million annually. A total of 1,549 meth labs were seized in Indiana in
2004. In some parts of the state, nearly 40% of the children in the CHINS (Children in
Need of Services) system were removed from meth houses.

The numbers don’t stop there. When Vigo County Sheriff Jon Marvel took office in
January 2003 and was facing a severe jail overcrowding problem, he analyzed the charges
that landed each prisoner in his custody. At that time, meth was a factor in the incarceration
of 80% of the inmates.

“That just astounded me,” Marvel admits. In addition, a budget of $800,000 before his
arrival had mushroomed to $3.5 million several years later. “At first, I didn’t associate the high
medical costs with the methamphetamine. Yes, we had added on to the jail and made some
other changes, but most of that money was not operational, but for (prisoner) medical care.”

The costs continue. Vigo County was leading the state in meth lab busts. In any
arrest that involved meth, impacted children were immediately moved into foster care.
Marvel says the unbudgeted costs for operation of the county’s child protective services
were nearly $1 million a year. 

The environmental cleanup costs remain an unknown. One ounce of meth produces
five ounces of highly toxic chemicals, according to Marvel. State and federal officials
are called in to take care of the cleanups, with the added mystery of how many toxic
chemicals are poured down sinks or flushed down toilets in home cooking operations.

Randy Stevens, a Terre Haute physician who specializes in treating people with
addictions, throws in a few more impacts:
• A tenfold increase in the number of potential workers failing drug tests due to meth. “If

it’s going up that much in what you can detect, what about the workforce you have that is
under the influence? How productive are those people? How much more prone are
they to accidents?”

• A substantial increase in the number of babies that were exposed to meth as fetuses.
The long-term consequences are unclear, although research points to a higher risk for
a number of abnormalities.

Fighting the ‘Meth Monster’
Team Effort in Terre Haute Proving Successful
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• The increased medical care costs for both law enforcement and the health care system. A
decrease in appetite leading to dramatic weight loss, the destroying of certain heart muscles
and high levels of problems with teeth are among the difficulties associated with meth use.
The National Institute of Drug Use adds psychotic and violent behavior, depression, confusion
and insomnia to the list of health concerns.

Different challenge
How is meth different from heroin, cocaine, LSD, PCP and other drugs that have posed significant

threats throughout recent years? There were warnings as far back as 1992, Stevens recalls, with a
San Francisco specialist in this field stating that meth was not a fad drug that comes and goes,
but one that comes and stays in a community.

“The ease of availability is one factor,” Stephens points out. “People using the drug could
literally go on the Internet and come up with recipes for cooking or baking it. That led to the
explosive growth of meth labs.” Heroine and cocaine, in contrast, often travel extended distances
to reach the United States and are somewhat limited by growing seasons.

“Second, meth is a highly addictive drug in a short period of time.” Stevens explains how
meth impacts neurotransmitters in the brain, including dopamine (a chemical messenger that
helps give intense pleasure). “A hit of cocaine increases the dopamine 400 times (with a “rush”
of between one and two hours), while a hit of meth increases the dopamine 1,600 times (with a
rush of between eight and 10 hours, if not longer). The meth impact on dopamine is higher than
any substance we know of, and the duration of the high is longer.”

Aggressive approach
With a cursory understanding of the drug and its potential impacts, what did Vigo County do
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Vigo County Sheriff Jon Marvel
did his homework and enlisted
the help of the business
community before taking action
to crack down on area meth labs.

A kitchen (left) is turned into a
methamphetamine lab, while
the supplies needed (right) for
production of the drug were all
stolen from two stores.



about its growing problem? Marvel traveled to places such as
Oklahoma that had experienced similar meth problems. In April
2004, it was the first state to pass a law limiting access to ephedrine
and pseudoephederine products. Marvel’s law enforcement
counterparts told him that was an effective way to proceed.

The sheriff did more research and knew that he wasn’t
going to be able to enact change single-handedly. The business
community, led by the Greater Terre Haute Chamber of Commerce,
was a key ally.

“I wanted to get everybody on board and not stand out
there alone,” Marvel relates. “I had done a little pre-publicity,
in the newspapers and on TV, about how much it costs taxpayers
to battle this monster. When we started meeting with people,
they said, ‘I’ve been hearing about this.’ When we showed
them that instead of paying $1,500 a year in taxes, they were
going to have to pay $2,500 a year, that makes them pay
attention.”

Marvel, local chamber president Rod Henry and others
sought input from the convenience store operators and retailers
who would be directly impacted. One pointed out that the initial

proposal of limiting the number of grams a person could purchase
in a certain time period would prove to be an imposition on
the clerks and customer service. The ordinance, enacted in
January 2005, was changed to no more than two packages of
ephedrine-based products within seven days. Purchasers are
required to show identification and sign a log book.

The state law that went into effect six months later is modeled
after the Oklahoma initiative, which limits the number of grams
to three (approximately 100 tablets) per transaction. Vigo County
views its ordinance as more restrictive. Marvel, a Democrat who
served on Gov. Joe Kernan’s meth task force, says the important
factor is that “we’re all fighting the same meth monster.”

Oklahoma is in the process of instituting a statewide database
to reduce the administrative burden of the program. Oregon,
in August 2005, passed the toughest law to date, requiring
patients to have a doctor’s prescription to obtain cold medicine
containing pseudoephedrine.

Impressive results
The impact in Vigo County has been substantial. After
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Baesler’s Market is a family-owned business that has
called Terre Haute home for more than 110 years.
It was one of many companies selling common

cold medicines that were going to be impacted by the Vigo
County meth ordinance.

Bob Baesler already had seen signs of the growing
problem. It was not the excessive purchases of ephedrine-based
products that are often cited as part of the meth lab process,
but outright theft.

“We had some products that we had tried to move
off the shelves because they were being stolen,” he recalls.
He relates the story of a woman purchasing a cookie jar
during the 2004 holiday season. When she got home, she
found it stuffed with Sudafed tablets. A thief, Baesler says,
had apparently become scared of detection or was planning
to come back and purchase the cookie jar at a later time.

The ordinance requires medications containing
ephedrine and pseudoephedrine to be kept behind a counter,
in a locked case or in front of a pharmacy counter with
video surveillance. The state’s meth web site lists 777 such
products with a caution that the list is not all-inclusive.

Some smaller convenience stores opted to drop a number
of the products in question. Baesler originally thought he
had enough room in a redesigned customer service area, but
was later forced to eliminate some of the various product
sizes due to a lack of space.

“Probably 99% of all customer needs are legitimate. We
didn’t want to penalize them,” he offers. “We put in a glass
wall in customer service. We wanted to make it as convenient
as possible for customers.”

The identification process and self-explanatory form for
customers did not pose too much difficulty for Baesler’s staff. The
differences between the county and state regulations, as well as

reporting responsibilities, have been somewhat confusing at times.
Baesler originally faxed the forms to the county each week.

When the state rules kicked in, it was interpreted that it was
the individual store’s responsibility to check for customers
making excessive purchases. That proved to be a roadblock
to trying to provide customer service in a timely manner.

“We’re not the police force in trying to enforce the
law,” he states. There has been little noticeable impact on
sales, but a definite decrease in thefts. “Before, we had
moved some high-theft items back behind the counter, but
then people just stole other items.”

Baesler credits the local chamber and the sheriff’s
department for their efforts. “They were the backbone in
getting this done.”

Resource: Bob Baesler, Baesler’s Market, at (812) 232-2498

Business Makes Adjustments, Sees Theft Reduction

Bob Baesler made the necessary changes to place ephedrine-
based products in a secure location.



Physician Randy Stevens
describes meth as “highly
addictive in a short period of
time.”
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finding 166 meth labs in 2004, that number had
decreased by 66% through the first 10 months of
2005. A jail population that averaged between 300
and 310 had dropped to 265 to 270. The dollar
savings for the jail could not be accurately determined
until after the end of the year. 

“There was almost an immediate reduction
benefit,” Marvel says of the ordinance.

Stevens reports that it was not uncommon for
him to get five or six frantic phone calls a day from
people seeking meth treatment or asking questions
about how to help others. “All of a sudden, in the
last six months, those phone calls have gone down
dramatically. People are not getting easy access to the
drug and there are more people going into treatment
programs.”

In addition to enforcement of the ordinance,
Stevens says treatment providers have come through
with a new sense of urgency. Previous calls for help
may have resulted in an appointment being scheduled
for the person a month later. National experts contend
there is a 72-hour period in which a call for help needs answered.

“Now we have that (immediate response),” he states. “We’ve added residential programs –
where people might need to stay for a month or three months – without any seed money. People
have said, ‘We need to do this’ and did it without worrying about how it was going to be paid for.”

Henry says there was little community knowledge about the depth of the meth problem
until Marvel traveled with business leaders to Washington, D.C. in September 2004 as part of
the Indiana Chamber’s annual D.C. Fly-in. When the Terre Haute group returned in September
of this year, congressional representatives inquired about the progress in the fight against meth.

“We had no idea what was going on around us,” Henry declares. “We did seminars with
retailers and made suggestions on the meth ordinance. The business community really responded
to a community crisis.”

Marvel cites the importance of working with retailers in establishing the groundwork for the
ordinance and making them part of the solution. “We got the retailers involved, the faith-based
community, all of law enforcement. It took a community to get this done, not one person.”

Stevens, a person with 20 years of experience in the addiction field, was stunned to see the scope
of the problem in the local jail. In turn, he has been considerably impressed by the community
response.

“It brought people together in the same room for the first time ever, ever, to discuss issues
like this. Everybody came together to say: ‘We need to do something dramatic about this.’ The
impact right now is ‘Wow,’ a dramatic decrease.”

Cutting down on the local meth labs, however, could lead to the next unwelcome trend –
high-grade meth coming from Mexico that is preproduced and prepackaged. California is already
seeing a large percentage of meth in that form.

“That lets law enforcement get back to interdiction, the way it is used to fighting illegal
products brought into the state,” Marvel reasons. “When they are making it in their bathtubs at
home and blowing up houses and harming children, that’s different. Now, we can switch gears
and get back to fighting it the way it used to be.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Jon Marvel, Vigo County Sheriff, at (812) 462-3226

Randy Stevens, Vigo County physician, at (812) 236-6438

Rod Henry, Greater Terre Haute Chamber of Commerce, at (812) 232-2391

This recreational vehicle likely
went from use as family
transportation to a meth lab
to destroyed when the drug
production process went awry.


