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	The “ICE” Epidemic In Hawaii 
July 2006


It seems, lately, every time you read the newspaper, there is a tragic story related to ice use.  Most crimes such as family abuse, robbery, and murder here in Hawaii are committed by someone “high” on ice.  Yes, the crystal methamphetamine (ice) drug problem has reached epidemic proportions in Hawaii.  Ice is the drug of choice here and is considered by far the most significant drug threat. Per capita, Hawaii has the highest population of ice users in the nation.  This is not a good distinction!  
What is ice?  Methamphetamine, a derivative of amphetamine, is a powerful stimulant that affects the central nervous system. Amphetamines were originally intended for use in nasal decongestants and bronchial inhalers and have limited medical applications, which include the treatment of narcolepsy, weight control, and attention deficit disorder. Meth can be smoked, snorted, orally ingested, and injected. It is accessible in many different forms and may be identified by color, which ranges from white to yellow to darker colors such as red and brown. Meth comes in a powder form that resembles granulated crystals and in a rock form known as "ice," which is the smokeable version and the choice of Hawaii users.
	[image: image3.jpg]





Methamphetamine (ice) use increases energy and alertness and decreases appetite. An intense rush is felt, almost instantaneously, when a user smokes or injects meth. The intense rush and high felt from ice results from the release of high levels of dopamine into the section of the brain that controls the feeling of pleasure. The effects of meth can last up to 12 hours. After the initial "rush," there is typically a state of high agitation that in some individuals can lead to violent behavior. Side effects include convulsions, dangerously high body temperature, stroke, cardiac arrhythmia, stomach cramps, shaking, and brain damage.  Chronic ice abuse can lead to psychotic behavior including intense paranoia, visual and auditory hallucinations, and out-of-control rage.
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Crystal methamphetamine was first synthesized in Japan in 1919.  As early as 1932, meth was used as a nasal decongestant and was one of the first antidepressants.  During World War II, soldiers took methamphetamine to fight fatigue and reduce hunger. Since the drug's introduction from Asia in the mid-1980s, ice has burrowed into every community in Hawaii, becoming widely used and readily available.  Now days, clandestine laboratories in California and Mexico are the primary source for Hawaii and the rest of the United States.  Street terms for methamphetamine include meth, crank, poor man's cocaine, crystal, ice, glass, and speed.
It is estimated that there are over 30,000 ice addicts in Hawaii.  Last year, about 3,000 adults sought treatment for their addiction.  This was more than the number of people seeking help for alcohol and marijuana combined.  There were 708 crystal meth arrests and 140 pounds of ice seized.  44% of all arrestees tested positive for meth.  Meth is involved in 90% of Child Protective Service cases where children are removed from the home. Abuse and neglect rates are staggering. Roughly 50% of all ER visits are meth-connected.  There were 87 deaths last year (2005) related to ice – overdoses, suicides, accidents, homicides, and just dropping dead from heart failure.
Lt. Gov. James “Duke” Aiona is leading the state’s fight against drug abuse.  A former Hawaii Drug Court judge, Aiona said that the Lingle administration's emerging strategy to fight drug abuse is based on prevention, treatment and law enforcement.  People are split on whether Hawaii’s ice epidemic is a public health issue or a law enforcement problem.  The Democratic Legislature’s emphasis is on treatment and  Honolulu’s City Prosecutor Peter Carlisle is in favor of incarcerating drug offenders.  Sentencing judges are also split – some send the drug user to treatment and some send the drug user to jail.
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How does one recover from meth addiction?  If you have any sense at all, you will never try crystal meth at all.  It only takes once and you can be hooked for life or until you die (which is usually soon).  Don’t try it!!  Recovering from meth addiction is very difficult -- a high percentage always relapses -- but today recovery is possible, although it may take years of medication and behavior therapy.  Because meth changes the brain's wiring by destroying its dopamine receptors, users need almost a year to allow those receptors to regrow. Until then, addicts cannot experience pleasure without the drug, and most slip into a deep depression that may cause them to relapse. This depression can be treated with therapy and anti-depressant drugs.  In addition, meth addicts must relearn certain behaviors. Because meth has trained them to associate all pleasure with the drug, they need to learn to modify their thinking and expectations. Counseling helps them cope with their cravings, examine the personal issues that lead to the abuse, and help them avoid situations that may cause a relapse.  Meth addicts also need help and reinforcement from the criminal justice system.  Drug courts need to keep track of users in recovery and install penalties for not participating in treatment programs. 

In 2005, a nation-wide survey of law enforcement officials found that 40% of them cited methamphetamine as their biggest drug problem. Cocaine came in second at 36 percent, and marijuana at 12 percent. The international picture is also troubling. According to the United Nations, meth is the most abused hard drug on earth; the world's 26 million meth addicts equals the combined number for cocaine and heroin abusers.

What is the average street price for meth? In Hawaii, one hit of meth is about a quarter of a gram and will cost a user between $25 and $80 depending on the drug’s purity and the demand at the time. 
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	Making ephedrine and pseudoephedrine -- the chemicals needed to make meth -- is a sophisticated, expensive process and just nine factories worldwide manufacture them in bulk: one each in Germany and the Czech Republic, two in China, and five in India. Because drug traffickers' super labs require large amounts of ephedrine or pseudoephedrine, cartels are reliant on these international sources for their supply.


So, how can we stop the ice epidemic?  Parents, teachers, police, doctors, state and city officials must convince our youth never to try crystal meth (ice).  Since we know that some people will not listen, the ultimate solution is to stop the supply of ice.  It will take a World-wide effort to do this.  Those nine meth factories must be shutdown.  Home labs must be found and closed down. The United States must work with Mexico to put the meth cartels out-of-business.  Since you need either ephedrine or pseudoephedrine to make ice, the Federal Government needs to pass a law requiring a prescription to purchase products (like Sudafed) containing these substances.  Convicted meth dealers should be sent to prison for at least 20 years.  Convicted meth users should be put on probation and given one chance to attend mandatory drug treatment.  If that treatment doesn’t work, throw them in prison until they are clean.  Some states have established drug prisons strictly for drug users.  This is a good idea.  Smoking crystal meth is 100 times more dangerous than smoking marijuana.  The state of Hawaii would have a lot less problems if they legalized marijuana and used all of their resources to fight the ice problem.  
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