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The Dirty Business of Using ‘Bath Salts’
Authorities throughout area warn that cocaine substitute has dangerous consequences

By Edward Lewis elewis@timesleader.com, Staff Writer
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Law enforcement in Northeastern Pennsylvania is growing increasingly concerned over a product marketed as “bath salts” that’s being used as an alternative to cocaine.

Bath salts are the most recent concern among law enforcement officers in the area.

	Bills target salts
· Federal and state lawmakers have introduced bills to ban chemicals used in the manufacture of bath salts and synthetic marijuana.

· • The Combating Dangerous Synthetic Stimulants Act (S.409), introduced by U.S. Sen. Charles Schumer, D-N.Y., would add ingredients in bath salts to the list of controlled substances.

· • H.B. 567 introduced by state Rep. Jerry Stern, R-Blair, would add bath salts ingredients to the state’s list of controlled substances.

· • H.B. 176 introduced by state Rep. Jennifer Mann, D-Lehigh, passed the full House of Representatives on March 9. The bill is now in the state Senate for consideration.

· 


These bath salts are not the typical crystals sold in the soap and lotion aisle of a beauty store. This product is marketed mostly in head shops and gas stations under the same disguise. It is legal to sell and purchase.

Users snort, ingest or smoke the substance similar to cocaine or crack, undercover drug detectives explained.

Adverse effects of bath salts, according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, include extreme paranoia, hallucinations, rapid heart rate, suicidal thoughts, disorientation, insomnia and kidney failure.

It is causing headaches for law enforcement with reports of people wanting to harm themselves or others, or causing disturbances in public.

Recent local incidents include:

• A state police criminal commander said troopers recently encountered a man who had disrobed and threatened to harm himself while running in traffic on the Nanticoke-West Nanticoke Bridge.

• Scranton police believe Ryan Foley, 25, was high on bath salts when he allegedly broke into St. Ann’s Monastery and attacked a sleeping priest on March 8.

• Kingston police recently encountered a man they say was under the influence of bath salts yelling into his hand believing he had a cell phone. The man was arrested on a summary disorderly conduct citation.

“We have begun to experience a number of incidents involving people under the influence of bath salts,” said state police Lt. Richard Krawetz, criminal commander of Troop P based at Wyoming. “Fortunately, we haven’t had any fatalities associated with bath salts. We had a subject under the influence of bath salts on the Nanticoke Bridge who was all freaked out.”

Distinguishing factors
How do police distinguish a person under the influence of cocaine or bath salts?

“Someone high on coke is not going to be all whacked out,” explained an undercover drug detective. “Someone high on bath salts will act more nuts, aggressive and be more paranoid. You don’t have that craziness with someone under the influence of cocaine compared to someone under the influence of bath salts.”

John Soprano, regional director for the state Office of Attorney General’s Bureau of Narcotics Investigation, said his drug agents are beginning to see an increase of people under the influence of bath salts.

“It’s not the same stuff you sprinkle into your bath tub, that’s for sure,” Soprano said.

According to the American Association of Poison Control Centers, U.S. poison centers processed nearly 500 calls regarding toxic products marketed as bath salts from Jan. 1 through Feb. 13, showing that public health threat presented by the products has yet to abate. By comparison, poison centers took 292 calls in 2010 about bath salts affects.

A half-gram of bath salts purchased at a head shop in Wilkes-Barre sold for $37.50 last week.

When asked about its use, the clerk twice said it is used for taking a bath. Bath salts sold in the head shop were locked and kept out of sight behind a counter.

“You can’t imagine paying $37.50 for half a gram of these bath salts when real bath salts sell for $6 to $8,” Soprano said. “Nobody is paying that price to sprinkle into the tub. It’s not making anyone look or feel younger.”

Another local undercover drug detective said bath salts are marked with a label, “Not for Human Consumption.”

Bath salts purchased by The Times Leader did not have a warning label.

“You won’t see this sold in your Turkey Hills, Walmarts, or Kmarts,” the detective said. “It makes you ask why?”

Three stores in Kingston are known to sell bath salts, the detective said, noting law enforcement is just beginning to track the retailers that market the product.

“We’re learning where they’re being sold,” he noted.

Prompting legislation
In response to the emerging threat, several states, including Hawaii, Michigan, Louisiana, Kentucky and North Dakota have introduced legislation to ban bath salts.

In addition, a number of cities and municipalities have taken action to ban these products, according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse.

The Pennsylvania House Judiciary Committee last month unanimously approved a bill sponsored by Rep. Jerry Stern, R-Blair, which would make synthetic bath salts illegal to possess and sell.

“The goal is to keep these chemical substances out of the hands of those who would abuse them,” Stern said. “The phrase ‘fake cocaine’ may unintentionally suggest that these substances are somehow safer than regular cocaine. The truth is that the only safe cocaine is the cocaine you don’t use.”

U.S. Sen. Bob Casey, D-Scranton, is pushing to add chemicals used to manufacture bath salts to the list of controlled substances.

“There is ample evidence that these so-called bath salts are a dangerous substance being used like meth or cocaine,” Casey stated in a news release. “Action needs to be taken to get bath salts off the shelf and out of our communities.”

“There is nothing we can do for bath salts unless it becomes illegal to sell and possess,” the undercover detective said. “Until then, we have to deal with people being paranoid and hallucinating in public.”

A ban on bath salts and another legal narcotic, synthetic marijuana, is a legislative priority for the Pennsylvania District Attorney Association, which recently called upon the state General Assembly to pass laws making the fake narcotics illegal.

The U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration on March 1 temporarily banned five chemicals used to manufacture synthetic marijuana. Except as authorized by law, the recent action makes possessing and selling synthetic marijuana illegal. The temporary ban is in effect for one year while DEA and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services study the affects of synthetic marijuana.

Marketing ploy
Synthetic marijuana is typically marketed as incense or potpourri and has been sold since 2006 for about $30 to $40 per three-gram bag, according to the National Institute on Drug Abuse.

Krawetz said a man from Sullivan County recently died from an overdose of synthetic marijuana and alcohol poisoning.

Adverse affects of synthetic marijuana include elevated blood pressure, racing heartbeat and nausea.

The need to have synthetic marijuana got a Lackawanna County man in trouble with the law.

Dallas police charged Arthur Charles Jones, 18, of Spring Brook Township, with breaking into the Back Mountain Tobacco Shop and stealing 13 packages of K2 in the middle of the night on Feb. 10.

Jones is facing charges of criminal trespass and theft in Luzerne County Court.

“Young people are being harmed when they smoke these dangerous fake pot products and wrongly equate the products legal retail availability with being safe,” said DEA Administrator Michele M. Leonhart.

The state House of Representatives on March 9 approved a bill introduced by Rep. Jennifer Mann, D-Lehigh, which would ban synthetic marijuana.

The bill is not being considered by the state Senate.

“Just because synthetic marijuana (was) legal, kids think it is safe,” Mann stated. “It is no more a safe alternative to marijuana than drinking paint thinner would be a safe alternative to alcohol.”
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“Prof: They’re not Really Bath Salts at All”
Drugs known as “bath salts” quite distinct from products you put in your tub, he says.

By Mark Guydish mguydish@timesleader.com, Education Reporter
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WILKES-BARRE – Just to be perfectly clear, the designer drugs sold as “bath salts” and hitting headlines lately are utterly unrelated to the bath salts you dump in your tub to scent your soak.

King’s chemistry professor Fred Sauls says ‘anybody who works with a chemical company or in academia’ can access a large online list of compounds that can be converted into designer drugs.--Clark Van Orden/The Times Leader 
“They have nothing to do with bath salts, absolutely nothing,” King’s College chemistry professor Fred Sauls explained. 

The drug has apparently been labeled as “bath salts” to mask its real purpose and allow legal sales without attracting attention.

Real bath salts are comprised of things like “Epsom salts and essential oils, fragrances, skin softeners,” Sauls said. 

The powder dubbed “Bath salts” that people are snorting, smoking or otherwise ingesting for a quick high is the latest in decades of “designer drugs” deliberately concocted – usually in home grown labs – to have the effect of a banned narcotic while falling outside the definition of “illegal drug.”

“When we know something is really dangerous like heroin, the legal machinery can ban it,” Sauls said, “But there are a very large number of very similar molecules out there, and we know enough to say that if the structure is similar to methamphetamine, it’s going to have similar effects.

“So an enterprising chemist can look at the molecule and say ‘I can tinker with this molecule’ and make a new drug.

“The basic strategy is you look at a chemical catalog and find something you can buy that is fairly similar (to a known drug) and you do some well-established chemistry that will convert that molecule to the one you want,” Sauls said. 

“You can do it in your basement with a moderate amount of equipment and if you’re willing to ignore some safety precautions,” he added.

While the “cooking” can be done with household glassware, odds are good it will break, Sauls said, though it’s easy to get lab-quality beakers and other heat-resistant glassware. 

Disastrous results

Using an open flame as a heat source is a shortcut to disaster. Even under controlled conditions in his lab, Sauls said he has opened some chemicals and had them burst into flames with air contact.

“A lot of these labs are found by the fire department after they burn down,” he noted.

There’s no shortage of existing compounds to convert into designer drugs, and almost no way to know in advance – and thus try to control – the ones a chemist might use to make a new drug. 

“The last time I checked, there were something like 20 million known compounds out there, so we can’t possibly investigate the properties of all of them,” Sauls said. 

The ones being converted into designer drugs are often otherwise obscure. “I know of no legitimate use for them; they’re just chemical oddities.”

Because the drugs are newly designed, it’s not necessarily easy to be sure of the long-term effects, Sauls said. But in the case of the deliberately misnamed “bath salts,” odds are that, if it is designed to mimic methamphetamine, it is highly addictive. 

Where does an “enterprising chemist” go to see those 20 million compounds? 

“A lot of the chemical structures are on the Internet; use Google or Google Scholar and you’ll find them,” Sauls said. “If it isn’t there, there’s an immense database called the chemical abstracts.” 

Restricted access

That database is not open to the general public, but “anybody who works with a chemical company or in academia would have access to it.”

Does that mean some of the people fashioning these drugs are professional chemists or … um … college professors?

“From my experience, it’s been both,” Sauls said. “One was made by someone who had access to a pharmaceutical company database. He took a molecule the company had made but had not pursued as a drug, and made a bunch and started selling it.”

Asked if he could actually cook up a batch of “bath salts,” Sauls chuckled, saying he wouldn’t even if he could, but he can’t. “I don’t have the starting materials.” 

In fact, controlling the starting materials is one way to curb the creation of designer drug.
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