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Electronic tracking of ephedrine a good idea

THE OLYMPIAN 

In 2005, lawmakers in Washington state cracked down on the sale of pseudoephedrine products because drug dealers were purchasing the over-the-counter cold medicines to manufacture methamphetamine. 

Overnight, Sudafed and other ephedrine products were placed behind the counter at the local grocery store or pharmacy, and customers had to show ID and sign a log to purchase the medications. Law enforcement officers could then use that log to identify people who might be purchasing the drug in bulk to turn it into an illegal substance.

While that simple step of putting Sudafed behind the counter might have been an inconvenience to some customers, the new law has reaped remarkable rewards.

“It has made a tremendous difference in reducing the scourge of methamphetamine abuse. You did it right,” Kent Police Chief Steve Strachan told the Senate Health & Long Term Care Committee members last week.

By some accounts, the law restricting ephedrine sales has resulted in a 90 percent to 95 percent reduction in the number of illegal meth labs.

Strachan and a host of others testified in support of House Bill 2961, a measure to the move away from the handwritten log to create a statewide electronic sales tracking system for ephedrine purchases.

It’s a good bill that merits passage.

Don Pierce, executive director of the Washington Association of Sheriffs and Police Chiefs, wrote to committee members and testified, too. He said the effectiveness of law enforcement in cracking down on illegal meth labs is somewhat reduced by the written logs maintained by retail outlets. “It is cumbersome and time consuming for law enforcement to gather all of these written logs and comb them for purchasing patterns,” Pierce wrote.

Law enforcement is further hampered because stores use different electronic systems that may or may not communicate with each other. “A nefarious person could purchase the maximum limit at multiple stores and law enforcement might never know,” Pierce said.

That’s the beauty of House Bill 2961. It connects Washington with an electronic logging system, called the National Precursor Log Exchange (NPLEx) that can be used anywhere that pseudoephedrine or ephedrine products are sold, and can, in real-time, stop a sale to a person who has exceeded federal purchasing limits.

Stu Halsan, lobbyist for Rite Aid, praised the system, which the national chain already uses. In his testimony, Halsan said a person who purchases the maximum quantity at a Tumwater Rite Aid would automatically be stopped from making a purchase at a Lacey Rite Aid because of the electronic link.

Rep. Tom Campbell, R-Roy, sponsor of the legislation, said Pierce County was a haven for meth labs before the original legislation was passed. The law cut meth lab busts by 80 percent. The goal with his new legislation, Campbell said, is to “stop the scourge, which is destroying my community.”

The only alternative, beyond the electronic log, is to force patients to get a prescription for ephedrine products, a measure Campbell is willing to push if the electronic database bill fails.

In his letter of support, Attorney General Rob McKenna wrote, “There is another compelling reason to move forward with implementing an electronic log and that is protecting the privacy of those who make legal purchases of pseudoephedrine. Existing paper logs may be lost or stolen, or the information contained in them copied. An electronic log would lessen opportunities for identity theft at the point of sale, while providing a secure repository for transaction records as required by the federal Combat Meth Act.”

Some retailers have concerns over the costs they might have to absorb, but Campbell minimizes those concerns saying hardware costs are not expensive and, if need be, firms can use a computer to link to the database.

McKenna noted, “While some small pharmacies or retail outlets may have limited or no access to the Internet, the legislation does provide for an exemption from immediate implementation, provided that paper logs are maintained.”

Eight states already have adopted the electronic tracking system. Washington should be added to the list.
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