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Drug-Endangered Children: Introduction
by Jordan Bateman, Councillor, Township of Langley 
It all started with a memo from our fire chief in Langley Township. As an elected councillor, I receive these updates all the time, but this one caught my eye. It was from our Public Safety Inspection Team, a group of bylaw officers, police officers, and firefighters, who investigate suspicious power usage statistics in an effort to find marijuana grow operations.

In a six-month span, they had found 158 grow-ops, and issued 115 ‘Do Not Occupy’ orders. Then the startling stat: in 36 of those homes, PSIT found evidence that children lived there.
The Township of Langley, like many other municipalities across British Columbia, inspects these homes because they are several times more likely to have serious fires, thus jeopardizing entire neighbourhoods. But little thought had been given to the innocent kids who lived in them.
As I tucked my two little girls into bed that night, I thought about those 36 grow-ops that children lived in. I thought of these kids, living in an environment with shoddy electrical work that could cause a fire at any time. I thought about the toxic mould growing inside the walls—often undetected behind the drywall. That’s why we had strengthened our Township building bylaws to make sure that homes that had been used as grow-ops or meth labs were brought back up to a healthy standard. I thought about the dangers of living in a home that could be the target of an organized crime grow-rip.

That night, I started reading, researching and asking questions. I found the story of little Deon, Jackson and Megan White, three preschoolers killed in a meth lab explosion in California. I saw pictures of little babies—the same age as my little Danica—with burns from meth precursors on their faces. I saw pictures of meth ingredients contaminating the same kitchens that kids eat in. I read about power cables running under cradles to grow-ops. I read about needles and drugs being found next to sleeping infants.

These kids, growing up in homes with grow-ops and meth labs, are called Drug-Endangered Children. They are being abused by the carelessness and high-risk lifestyle of their parents and guardians. And they deserve better protection than we are giving them in British Columbia.

I’m not the only one who thinks that. Police officers feel the same way. So does the BC Association of Social Workers. And criminologist Darryl Plecas. And the Government of Alberta, which has a law protecting Drug-Endangered Children. 
I resolved to do what I could to help. This package of material is the start. We need tougher laws in Canada, and strengthened protocols for the police officers and social workers dealing with these situations. 
Most of all, we need to make sure these drug-endangered kids matter.
Drug-Endangered Children: Recommendations
by Jordan Bateman, Councillor, Township of Langley 

Government of Canada
· Alter the Criminal Code’s sentencing principles to include endangering children in a drug operation as an aggravating factor
· This would encourage judges to stiffen sentences for those who put children at risk

· Bring in a national Drug-Endangered Children Act similar to Alberta’s

Government of British Columbia
· Bring in a Drug-Endangered Children Act similar to Alberta’s
· Minimum $25,000 fines and prison terms of up to two years
· BC’s present Child, Family and Community Services Act simply isn’t designed to deal with this problem.  Drug endangerment  must be specifically named in legislation as a form of child abuse

· Develop a formal protocol for social workers dealing with drug-endangered children, similar to the one proposed by the BC Association of Social Workers

· See the attachment for this excellent document which lays out how a social worker should deal with a drug-endangered child. It includes evidence-gathering, care details, and ensuring the child has a proper medical examination.
· Ensure the social services system has enough resources to handle these cases

BC Municipal Governments
· Ensure that clear procedures for police and public safety teams are laid out
· BC Ministry of Children and Families should be called whenever children are found in drug labs and grow-ops

· Evidence of potential and actual dangers to children should collected and recorded

· Investigate the possibility of regional RCMP “kiddie cars” which would include a police officer and social worker specifically trained to deal with the issues around child abuse

· Lobby the Government of BC to bring in a Drug-Endangered Children’s Act, social worker protocols, and improve the social services system

· Most municipalities (through building bylaws) have done their part to protect future occupants of grow-op and meth lab homes, but it’s up to the Province to do their part for the children who presently reside there

Drug-Endangered Children: Op-Ed Piece
by Jordan Bateman, Councillor, Township of Langley 

My wife and I have two little girls under the age of five. They are bright and happy, and we would stop at nothing to keep them safe. Every night, I tuck those two girls into their beds, and I say a little prayer that God would keep them healthy.

Not every child in BC is so lucky.

In hundreds of other homes across this province, children sleep in beds with hastily-wired electrical cables running past them. Toxic mould grows in the walls. Poisonous drug precursors litter the house. Dirty needles lay in the living room, and meth residue is all over the kitchen. 

This is a new social issue in British Columbia, and it should break the heart of any one who cares about children. These are drug-endangered children, and there are hundreds of them living on borrowed time.

As a Langley Township Councillor, the issue of drug-endangered children first came on my radar when I received a memo from our fire chief. Like many other municipalities, Langley has put together a Public Safety Inspection Team, which inspects suspicious electricity users for safety violations. We do it because these homes are far more likely to burn than others, and we need to protect our neighbourhoods. In the memo, our fire chief reported that the team found evidence of children living in 36 of the 158 grow-ops they discovered.

As I tucked my two little girls into bed that night, I thought about those 36 grow-ops that children lived in. I thought of these kids, living in an environment with shoddy electrical work that could cause a fire at any time. I thought about the toxic mould growing inside the walls—often undetected behind the drywall. That’s why we had strengthened our Langley building bylaws to make sure that homes that had been used as grow-ops or meth labs were brought back up to a healthy standard. I thought about the dangers of living in a home that could be the target of an organized crime grow-rip.

I started reading, researching, and asking questions. I found the story of little Deon, Jackson and Megan White, three preschoolers killed in a meth lab explosion in California. I saw pictures of babies—the same age as my little Danica—with burns from meth precursors on their faces. I saw pictures of meth ingredients contaminating the same kitchens that kids eat in. I read about power cables running under cradles to grow-ops. I read about needles and drugs being found next to sleeping infants.

These drug-endangered children are being abused by the carelessness and high-risk lifestyle of their parents and guardians. And they deserve better protection than we are giving them in British Columbia.

I’m not the only one who thinks that. Police officers I speak with feel the same way. So does the BC Association of Social Workers. And criminologist Darryl Plecas. And the Government of Alberta, which has a law protecting drug-endangered children. 

While the BC Government has moved to protect children from their parents’ second-hand cigarette smoke in cars, it has ignored the hundreds of children living in grow-ops and meth labs. 

In 2006, Alberta passed a Drug-Endangered Children Act, which sent a clear signal to police officers, social workers, and the justice system: children growing up in grow-ops or drug labs are being abused. Their parents are subject to prison terms and fines. The children are seized and put with other family members or in another safe environment.

In BC, our social workers don’t even have a uniform provincial protocol on how to deal with children found in these homes. Each region makes its own policies, despite three years of lobbying by the BC Association of Social Workers for a province-wide directive.

We need to do more for these drug-endangered children. The health studies are staggering. “Children living in those labs might as well be taking the drug directly,” says John Martyny, a medicine professor with the National Jewish Medical and Research Centre in Denver. A US Attorney’s Office study shows that as many as 80 per cent of children rescued from meth labs in the US test positive for toxic levels of the chemicals used in meth production. These chemicals can cause cancer, severe skin conditions, tremors, lead poisoning, kidney, lung and liver diseases, and more.

On the grow-op side, the mould from the growing process can cause chronic respiratory problems, neurological damage, and cancer. 

That doesn’t count the psychological harm from living in such an environment, or the elevated risk of fires and explosions.

Every child deserves a safe and happy place to grow up. When will British Columbia step up to the plate for our hundreds of drug-endangered children?

Jordan Bateman is a Township Councillor in Langley, BC. He can be reached at jbateman@tol.bc.ca. 

Drug-Endangered Children: The Statistics
· The Township of Langley’s Public Safety Inspection Team found evidence of children living in 36 marijuana grow-operations during a six-month span in 2007 (2007 memo from Township fire chief Doug Wade). Note: We believe the actual number of grow-ops with children to be less than this figure. 
· Children are present in one of five BC grow-ops (Plecas, Vancouver Sun, March 11, 2005).
· There are approximately 5,000 marijuana grow-ops in the Lower Mainland. If one-fifth have children present, we are talking about more than 1,000 kids (BC Association of Social Workers, Sept. 12, 2005 and Dec. 15, 2006 news releases).
· BC Hydro reports that there are 18,000 suspicious power users province-wide (Vancouver Sun, August 16, 2007). 
· Surrey Fire Chief Len Garis estimated that up to 300 grow-ops in his community could be housing children. In its first year, Surrey’s grow-op team found 80 grow-op homes with 155 children living in them. (Tri-City News, March 7, 2007). 
· Abbotsford found that 54 of the 150 grow-ops their team investigated in 2006 had children present (Abbotsford News, Jan. 25, 2007). One such home had 111 plants—and two kids under the age of seven. The children were being treated for respiratory illness that could be linked to the grow-op.
· 8.7% of all fires in Surrey in the early 2000s were caused by illegal grow houses (Toronto Sun, Nov. 28, 2004).
· Ontario’s Green Tide Report estimated 10,000 kids lived in Ontario grow-ops from 2000-2003 (Toronto Sun, Nov. 28, 2004).
· In Washington State, children were found in 35% of meth labs investigated (Plecas, Chilliwack report, page 24).
· In 2001, 1,231 children found in methamphetamine house labs across California, Missouri, Oregon, and Washington required hospitalization or treatment as a result of toxic levels of methamphetamine ingredients and by-products in their bloodstreams (Plecas, Chilliwack report, page 30).
· In Colorado, one-third of seized meth labs are in homes where children reside (Carl Peed, US Department of Justice, Nov. 2004). Almost 80% of those children test positive for meth ingredients and by-products in their bloodstreams.
Drug-Endangered Children: The Health Concerns
How Living in a Grow-Op or Meth Lab Affects Kids
· Children exposed to meth labs or grow-ops face a number of risks:
· Inhalation, absorption, or ingestion of toxic chemicals, including mould spores, carbon monoxide, pesticides, carbon dioxide, and ozone
· Fires, explosions and electrocution
· Abuse and neglect
· Medical problems such as chronic respiratory problems, neurological damage, and cancer from toxic mould
· Psychological harm from living in an environment where organized crime and fear is rampant
· Meth users exhibit psychological disturbances, anxiety, paranoia, irritability, confusion, psychosis and mood swings—hardly conducive to raising a child
· Meth users have increased potential for violent behaviours
· Cooking crystal meth precursors produces toxic fumes that can be absorbed into the body, resulting in burning eyes or skin, dry mouth, anorexia, insomnia, tremors, rashes, fainting, blurred vision, impotence, headaches, nausea, dizziness, seizures, cardiac distress, coughing, and shortness of breath, lead poisoning. Long-term effects include severe skin conditions, irritability, insomnia, poor concentration, hyperactivity, personality changes, weight loss, ulcers on lips and tongue, anxiety, fear, hallucinations, symptoms of schizophrenia, kidney, lung and liver diseases, and cancer.
· Having these crystal meth precursors laying around the house near vulnerable and curious children is a major hazard. Furthermore, crystal meth is made in the same kitchen as children’s food is prepared.
· Many children develop asthma after living in a home that houses, or has housed, a meth lab.
· Children of drug users are often neglected and abused, as drug use is strongly correlated with impaired judgment and emotional stability, increasing the possibility that the children’s physical and emotional needs will not be met by their parents 
· To protect against grow-rips, grow-op operators often have weapons present in the house
· Children learn behaviours from their parents and caregivers—are these behaviours we want them to emulate?
· Most municipalities now mandate that buildings used for grow-ops or meth labs undergo expensive and extensive renovation to make them safe for future occupants. But what about the children who live in them now?
	Jordan Bateman, Langley Township Councillor | 604-340-9385 or jbateman@tol.bc.ca
	



