	New form of drug abuse uses household items 
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	What looks like an ordinary grocery or shopping list can actually be a toxic prescription for inhalant abuse, a dangerous form of drug abuse becoming increasingly popular among youngsters.
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“These are ordinary household objects found around the home every day,” Mary O’Brien, a treatment counselor at Good Samaritan Center for Counseling Services, said.

“They’re readily available, easy to get, legal to possess,” she added. “That’s why the use of inhalants to get high is popular among young people and so hard for parents to identify.”

Using inhalants in such a manner is called “huffing,” which refers to the intentional breathing of gas or vapors with the purpose of reaching a high.

Thousands of common, useful and legal products can be used to “get high” and most of these products can be found in the kitchen, garage, office, school or at auto supply, grocery or convenience stores, according to O’Brien.

Examples include paint thinner, spray paint, gasoline, permanent markers, typewriter correction fluid, computer cleaner, nail polish remover, whipping cream aerosols, deodorants and household cleaners.

PREVENTION PUSHED

To recognize National Inhalants and Poisons Awareness Week, which runs through Saturday, the Good Samaritan Center for Counseling Services and the Schuylkill County Drug and Alcohol Executive Commission sponsored an education and awareness campaign aimed at preventing inhalant use through education.

“Inhalants are often the first substances that young people try because they are legal, easy to obtain and difficult to detect,” O’Brien said, adding, “But even the first time can cause death.”

In 2002, Schuylkill County Communities that Care conducted a drug and alcohol use survey among students in grades eight through 12 in the county’s 12 school districts. The study found that inhalant use was more prevalent among eighth-grade students than any other age group, with more than 10 percent admitting they had used inhalants to get high and four percent admitting they had abused inhalants within the last 30 days.

According to statistics from the National Institute on Drug Abuse, inhaling dangerous products is becoming one of the most widespread problems in the country and is as popular as marijuana with young people.

More than a million people used inhalants to get high last year, according to the institute.

Studies have shown that inhalant use can start as early as elementary school. In fact, one national survey among U.S. children found three percent had tried inhalants by the fourth grade and one in five children had abused inhalants at least once by the time they reached the eighth grade.

PRACTICE PERSISTS

Inhalant use has been the problem most resistant to drug prevention efforts and is one of the few substance abuse problems that has increased in prevalence in recent years, O’Brien said.

“Inhalants are called a ‘gateway drug’ because it often leads to the use of other illegal drugs,” she said.

Inhalant use can affect the body in many ways. Most inhalants produce a rapid high that resembles alcohol intoxication with initial excitement, then drowsiness, easing of inhibitions, lightheadedness and agitation.

Short-term effects include headache, muscle weakness, abdominal pain, severe mood swings and violent behavior, slurred speech, numbness and tingling of the hands and feet, nausea, hearing loss, limb spasms, fatigue, and lack of coordination.

SERIOUS CONSEQUENCES

Long-term effects include central nervous system or brain damage and serious damage to the liver, heart, kidneys and bone marrow.

There is evidence that chronic use of some inhalants causes chromosome damage and fetal damage similar to Fetal Alcohol Syndrome, O’Brien said.

Death from Sudden Sniffing Death Syndrome can occur any time these products are abused, she added.

It is often hard to detect youths who are under the influence of an inhalant because the effects can come and go quickly, O’Brien said, adding there are certain indicators for which parents and teachers can watch.

The products involved, she said, “are safely used by millions of people every day, but they can be deadly when misused.

“Parents,” she added, “can help keep their children safe and healthy by educating them about this dangerous behavior.”

For more information about inhalant abuse, contact O’Brien at the Good Samaritan Center for Counseling Services by calling 621-4464. 
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