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    INTRODUCTION


    Addicting drugs are among the greatest challenges to health, well-being, and the sense of independence and freedom for which we all strive—and yet these drugs are present in the everyday lives of most people. Almost every home has alcohol or tobacco waiting to be used, and has medicine cabinets stocked with possibly outdated but still potentially deadly drugs. Almost everyone has a friend or loved one with an addiction-related problem. Almost everyone seems to have a solution neatly summarized by word or phrase: medicalization, legalization, criminalization, war-on-drugs.


    For better and for worse, drug information seems to be everywhere, but what information sources can you trust? How do you separate misinformation (whether deliberate or born of ignorance and prejudice) from the facts? Are prescription drugs safer than “street” drugs? Is occasional drug use really harmful? Is cigarette smoking more addictive than heroin? Is marijuana safer than alcohol? Are the harms caused by drug use limited to the users? Can some people become addicted following just a few exposures? Is treatment or counseling just for those with serious addiction problems?


    These are just a few of the many questions addressed in this series. It is an empowering series because it provides the information and perspectives that can help people come to their own opinions and find answers to the challenges posed by drugs in their own lives. The series also provides further resources for information and assistance, recognizing that no single source has all the answers. It should be of interest and relevance to areas of study spanning biology, chemistry, history, health, social studies and more. Its efforts to provide a real-world context for the information that is clearly presented but not overly simplified should be appreciated by students, teachers, and parents.


    The series is especially commendable in that it does not pretend to pose easy answers or imply that all decisions can be made on the basis of simple facts: some challenges have no immediate or simple solutions, and some solutions will need to rely as much upon basic values as basic facts. Despite this, the series should help to at least provide a foundation of knowledge. In the end, it may help as much by pointing out where the solutions are not simple, obvious, or known to work. In fact, at many points, the reader is challenged to think for him- or herself by being asked what his or her opinion is.


    A core concept of the series is to recognize that we will never have all the facts, and many of the decisions will never be easy. Hopefully, however, armed with information, perspective, and resources, readers will be better prepared for taking on the challenges posed by addictive drugs in everyday life.


    — Jack E. Henningfield, Ph.D.
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    1 Inhalants and Solvents: What They Are
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      I never thought it could happen to me. Becoming addicted to inhalants was not a plan that I had. I had a pretty good childhood, playing sports and hanging out with my brother and neighborhood friends. My mom and I were close, and we would spend quite a bit of time together.


      My family lives in a fairly small, close-knit community where there were always fun activities planned for the kids. When I was 12 years old and entering seventh grade, … my life went down hill. I, Megan—you know, the girl next door—had many problems. Although a lot of teens probably feel as though they have problems, mine were rooted in something that wasn’t my fault: sexual abuse. Dealing with something such as this, alone, is virtually an impossible task, and at the time, it felt impossible to overcome. Therefore, I needed to cope. Life was becoming too much for me, and when I was offered help to begin a healing process, I refused it. I felt nothing at that time would help, until I encountered drugs.


      Shortly after my 13th birthday, an older kid in the neighborhood who knew I was struggling offered me some weed. He thought it would help. So did I. It really seemed as though getting high was helping me forget my problems. Although, without even noticing, soon, I needed more drugs to get high. That’s when I began huffing. … I inhaled almost anything I could get my hands on … so I could get high.
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      Inhalants are chemicals that are inhaled for non-medical purposes. They include many common household items.

    


    


    This is the beginning of Megan Hakeman’s story of her addiction to inhalants, as she writes on the Partnership for a Drug-Free America website (www.drugfree.org/Teen/teen_3.html). Megan is just one of many teens—and those younger—who have abused products found in almost every household or office.


    What Are Inhalants?


    Put simply, inhalants are any chemicals that are intentionally taken into the body for nonmedical purposes by inhaling. Products such as vegetable cooking spray, model glue, nail polish remover, canned whipped cream, and hair spray all contain inhalants, breathable chemical vapors that can cause psychoactive effects. And these are only a few of the products that are popular among the population at large—as well as among those who choose to abuse drugs.


    Inhalants can be divided into four categories. Volatile solvents are substances that vaporize at room temperature. In the context of inhalant abuse, volatile substances are further classified as industrial or household solvents and art or office supply solvents. Industrial or household solvents include such items as dry-cleaning fluid, degreaser, paint thinner, gasoline, and glue. Art or office supply solvents include correction fluid and felt-tip marker fluids.


    


    


    
      Products Abused as Inhalants


      Volatile Solvents


      adhesives


      model glue


      rubber cement


      household glue


      aerosols


      spray paint


      hair spray


      air freshener


      deodorant


      fabric protector


      computer keyboard cleaner


      solvents


      nail polish remover


      paint thinner


      typewriter correction fluid and thinner


      toxic markers


      pure toluene


      cigar lighter fluid


      gasoline


      carburetor cleaner


      octane booster


      cleaning agents


      dry cleaning fluid


      spot remover


      degreaser


      food products


      vegetable cooking spray


      dessert topping spray (whipped cream)


      whippets


      gases


      nitrous oxide


      butane


      propane


      helium


      anesthetics


      nitrous oxide


      ether


      chloroform


      nitrites


      amyl


      poppers


      snappers


      butyl


      rush


      locker room


      bolt


      climax (video head cleaner)


      (Source: National Inhalation Prevention Coalition. www.inhalants.org/product.htm.)

    


    


    Aerosol propellants are another category of inhalants. Among aerosol inhalants are spray paints, hair spray, deodorant spray, fabric protector spray, aerosol computer cleaning products, and vegetable cooking spray.


    Gases used in household or commercial products or in the medical profession is another category of products abused for their mind-altering effects. Household or commercial products included under this category are butane lighters, propane tanks, whipping cream aerosols or whippets, and refrigerant gases among others. Medical gases with the potential for abuse as inhalants are involved in anesthesia. These include ether, chloroform, halothane, and nitrous oxide, often called laughing gas.


    The last category of inhalants is nitrites. Substances in this category are not quite as well known and include amyl and butyl nitrites. Amyl nitrite, perhaps best known as “poppers” or “snappers” when used recreationally, is a clear, yellow liquid sold in cloth-covered sealed bulbs that make a snapping sound when broken. It may be used in the treatment of some heart conditions; a vasodilator, it also lowers blood pressure. Historically, it was used to treat angina pectoris. Amyl nitrite can also be used in treating cyanide poisoning. Amyl nitrite was available without a prescription until 1979.
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      Gases are one category of inhalants. They include household products such as propane tanks.

    


    


    Butyl nitrites are sold in small bottles with such names as “locker room” or “rush.” It is similar to amyl nitrite, but its effects are not quite as strong. When a prescription became necessary for amyl nitrite, many recreational users switched to butyl nitrite.


    How Inhalants Are Used


    Their name says it all. These substances enter the body when they are inhaled. The fumes are taken into the body by:


    
      • sniffing—inhaling the fumes from an open container


      • huffing—inhaling the fumes from an inhalant-soaked cloth held to the user’s face


      • bagging—inhaling the fumes from a paper or plastic bag that is either held over the face or pulled over the user’s head

    


    In each case, the user’s goal is to inhale the fumes as intensively as possible, and holding the inhalant as close to the face as possible is the prime way to do so. Of course, this can be a “tell” that someone is abusing inhalants, consider, for example, someone with paint all over his face.


    


    
      
        Inhalants Timeline


        
          
          

          
            
              	
                800 bce–392 ce

              

              	
                Oracle of Delphi inhales what are believed to have been ethylene vapors and enters a trance to answer questions or make prophesies

              
            


            
              	
                1275

              

              	
                Ether was discovered by Spanish chemist Raymundus Lullius and named “sweet vitriol”

              
            


            
              	
                1772

              

              	
                Nitrous oxide gas first discovered by English scientist Joseph Priestly

              
            


            
              	
                1831–1832

              

              	
                Chloroform was discovered independently by three scientists: Samuel Guthrie, Justus von Liebig, and Eugene Soubeiran. Originally it was used as a treatment for arthritis.

              
            


            
              	
                c.1840

              

              	
                Ether is used as a social lubricant during parties called “Ether Frolics”

              
            


            
              	
                Late 1940s

              

              	
                First known outbreak of gasoline sniffing in Warren, Pennsylvania

              
            


            
              	
                1950s

              

              	
                Reports of many cases of deliberate inhalation of gasoline fumes by young people in the United States, Australia, India, and Great Britain

              
            


            
              	
                1959

              

              	
                Earliest known references to glue sniffing in either medical or popular literature

              
            


            
              	
                1960s

              

              	
                An increasing number of newspaper articles report adolescents sniffing airplane glue

              
            


            
              	
                1960

              

              	
                The FDA [Food and Drug Administration] eliminates the prescription status of alkyl nitrites, making it available over the counter

              
            


            
              	
                1961–1965

              

              	
                Glue-sniffing epidemic in Denver. The epidemic may have been caused by hyperbolic media reports about the activity. Reports of glue sniffing soon spread to other U.S. cities

              
            


            
              	
                January 6, 1962

              

              	
                First known law against glue sniffing is passed in Anaheim, California

              
            


            
              	
                January 28, 1962

              

              	
                First peer-reviewed journal article on recreational glue sniffing appeared in the Journal of the American Medical Association

              
            


            
              	
                c.1967

              

              	
                Increasing reports of the recreational inhalation of aerosol products

              
            


            
              	
                1968

              

              	
                13 states and 29 counties and municipalities have passed anti glue-sniffing legislation

              
            


            
              	
                1969

              

              	
                The FDA reinstates the prescription status of amyl nitrite. Rumors suggest this was done in part because its maker was concerned about recreational use among homosexuals and how that might impact their image.

              
            


            
              	
                1977

              

              	
                Butyl nitrite sales exceed $50 million per year according to the Wall Street Journal

              
            


            
              	
                1981

              

              	
                FDA issues an official statement regarding nitrite odorants, stating that no regulations or restrictions are necessary because of the “absence of demonstrable hazard”
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