Field Guide to Meth Lab waste and debris identification
This guidance is intended to provide persons working in an outdoor field environment with a basic
toolset to identify potential drug lab waste. If you suspect you have encountered a clandestine drug lab
or associated waste and debris, retreat to a safe distance and notify authorities immediately. Do not
pickup, move, or otherwise disturb any of the items. Under the right circumstances, doing so could
result in injury or death from direct exposure to chemicals; reinitiating chemical reactions resulting in
fire or explosion; or even booby traps placed by the cook. Some of this material may also be a hazardous
waste or controlled substance with specific regulatory requirements for handling and disposal.
Following is a series of photographs depicting items typically associated with clandestine
methamphetamine labs, especially the one-pot or shake-and-bake labs mostly likely to be encountered
outdoors. You will notice that many of the components and ingredients can be easily obtained and are
common, everyday household items. The illicit manufacture of methamphetamine has declined
significantly over the last few years in Tennessee. Consequently, the prevalence of clandestine drug labs
and the likelihood of finding one have likewise decreased. Field personnel will need to exercise common
sense when deciding to mobilize law enforcement. TDEC recommends trying to establish a pattern of
association for potential drug related items discussed below, and not rely on just one ingredient or
component as evidence of a clandestine lab. If you encounter an actual one-pot lab as noted in some of
the photos, there is no need to associate other materials before contacting law enforcement.
If you have any questions or need additional guidance you may contact Chris Andel at 865-594-5444, or
Justin Fisher at 865-594-5466.

Figure 1: Typical meth lab components and ingredients

Figure 2: Typical meth lab components and ingredients

Aerosol cans opened from
the bottom

Figure 3: End-opened aerosol can (starting fluid, brake pad cleaner, etc.)

Solvents

Figure 4: Discarded solvent can

Acids – usually Muriatic (HCl); but
can also be Sulfuric (H2SO4)
Pill Dough
Figure 5: Miscellaneous meth lab waste including acids and "pill dough"

Battery casing: source of lithium

Bottles, cylinders, containers with hoses or tubing
attached. Residues usually white, blue/green, or
brownish and may have flecks of black or blue and green
Figure 6: One-pot meth lab and/or HCL generator, and discarded battery casings. If you encounter
anything resembling the containers on the left, contact law enforcement.

Decomposed “shake-and-bake” meth lab

Coffee filters with drug residue

Figure 7: One-pot lab with coffee filters – residue could contain high levels of meth,
high pH, lithium, and organic solvents

Drink bottle with used syringes

Figure 8: Used syringes in a drink bottle

syringes

Bent spoon

Figure 9: Drink bottle with syringes. Spoon bent backwards is indicative of drug use.

Unused matches with no
striker plates

Washed striker
plates – source
of red phosphorus
Pill blister packs

Figure 10: Waste indicative of a Red Phosphorus (Red P) lab

Figure 11: One-pot labs in various states of decomposition. Handle backpacks or other similar items with
caution – they may contain one-pots, syringes, and lab related chemicals

Figure 12: Pseudo-ephedrine blister packs, boxes, and a one-pot lab

Figure 13: Cold pack cut open to obtain ammonium nitrate

Figure 14: One-pot meth labs.

Figure 15: One-pot meth lab

Figure 16: Common household items used to manufacture methamphetamine. Individually, they probably are not
cause for alarm, but collectively they may suggest a meth lab or meth lab waste, particularly if other indicators
such as blister packs, lithium battery casings, and/or cold packs are present

Puncture holes

Figure 17: Starting fluid cans opened from the bottom to extract solvent

Figure 18: One-pot lab. Black pieces of lithium on the bottom and floating

Figure 19: Glass one-pot lab

Figure 20: One-pot meth lab

Diy installed pressure release valve

Figure 21: Canister one-pot meth lab with duct taped pressure release valve

Figure 22: Typical one-pot lab ingredients and components

Burned spot on the bottom – may allow oxygen to
enter the system

Figure 23: One-pot meth lab on its side. These are particularly dangerous if disturbed. Lithium (black
pieces) if unreacted, may come in contact with water and reignite. If container is compromised, and
oxygen is introduced, a fire or explosion could occur. If you encounter something that looks similar,
contact law enforcement. Do not move or attempt to upright the bottle.

Figure 24: Propane tanks retro-fitted for anhydrous ammonia. Note unusual tubing and
blue-green corrosion around valve. Anhydrous ammonia is a corrosive and highly volatile
material. Brass valves on propane tanks are not constructed to withstand the corrosivity
and can fail with catastrophic results. Propane tanks are commonly used for camping
so their presence outdoors is not unusual. If you observe strange tubing
emanating from the valve and/or notice the discolored brass, do not touch and contact
law enforcement immediately.

Figure 25: Garbage bags containing kitty litter used to scrub vapors and minimize odors. Also known
as “Death Bags”. When used with Red P labs, may contain phosphine gas, generated when red
phosphorus is heated. Phosphine is deadly and brief exposure and inhalation of the vapors can be fatal.

Figure 26: Gas cans being used as Generators or “Gassers”. Note unusual discoloration and tubing.
These would contain Hydrochloric or Sulfuric acid.
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