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Speed. Meth. Glass. On the street, methamphetamine has many names. 
What started as a fad among West Coast motorcycle gangs in the 1970s has 
spread across the United States, and despite lawmakers’ calls for action, the 
drug is now more potent, and more destructive, than at any time in the past 
decade. In The Meth Epidemic, FRONTLINE investigates the meth rampage in 
America: the appalling impact on individuals, families and communities, and 
the difficulty of controlling essential ingredients in meth—ephedrine and 
pseudoephedrine—sold legally in over-the-counter cold remedies.
 Methamphetamine abuse started in California and Oregon, but has 
made a steady march across the United States. In addition, the discovery of 
meth labs in states from Maine to Florida foreshadows a new crisis on the 
East Coast. Statistics show that meth can trigger a surge in other crimes: In 
Oregon, a staggering 85 percent of property crime, as well as a majority of 
muggings, car thefts and identity thefts, has been linked to the drug.
 The Meth Epidemic tells the story of two potential solutions to the 
crisis and examines why neither was fully tried. In the mid-80s, the U.S. 
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) first proposed controlling the 
retail sale of ephedrine and pseudoephedrine in cold medicines by having 
customers register at the counter and limiting how much they could buy. 
Pharmaceutical companies who felt the DEA was overreacting and unfairly 
punishing a legitimate business resisted the DEA’s plan. Faced with a choice, 
the White House and Congress ultimately exempted cold medication from 
the regulatory proposals.
 The second DEA approach was to regulate the source of the ingredients. 
Ephedrine and pseudoephedrine are highly sophisticated chemicals that can 
only be produced in a handful of huge, legal laboratories worldwide, thus 
making them potentially easy to track. But with Washington’s primary focus 
on cocaine and heroin, meth took a bureaucratic back seat.
 The government’s focus shifted after 1994, when a customs agent 
discovered a large, illicit shipment of ephedrine on a plane traveling from India 
to Mexico. Once U.S. authorities asked the manufacturers to cease exports to 
the Mexican cartel, the chemicals became more expensive and the purity of 
meth on America’s streets started to plunge—along with addiction rates. 
 Cold medicines, however, remained unregulated for years, and the cartel 
took advantage of the situation, scooping up pills by the tens of thousands, 
even punching them out of their packets and distilling the ephedrine and 
pseudoephedrine in them to make meth. Today, the number of meth addicts 
is skyrocketing: With 1.5 million addicts in the U.S. alone and millions more 
around the world, the United Nations calls meth the most abused hard drug 
on earth.
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