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Over the past decade, Tennessee has faced an epi-
demic not only of methamphetamine (meth) use,
but also an epidemic of environmental damage

from the illicit production of meth. Law enforcement
officers have encountered approximately 7,600 meth labs
across the state since 1998.

LIABILITIES
Meth labs can be found in many places, ranging from

single-family homes to parks or automobiles. Like the
fumes and chemicals emitted from meth labs, the liabili-
ties associated with the illegal operations permeate and
contaminate a broad area.
Homeowners, neighbors, landlords, mortgage compa-

nies, law enforcement personnel and others face environ-
mental and associated financial risks and liabilities that
remain after a meth lab has been quarantined and the
perpetrators have been arrested and charged.

CHEMICAL HAZARDS

A review of chemicals used in the production of meth
provides a backdrop of the potential environmental con-
cerns tied to these facilities. These production and by-
product chemicals include volatile organic compounds,
such as acetone, methanol, benzene, toluene and ether, as
well as other hazardous chemicals that include sulfuric
acid, sodium hydroxide, red phosphorus, phosphine gas,
iodine and meth itself. Many of these chemicals are
flammable, explosive or dangerously reactive. If drug
use has occurred in the area of the meth lab, it is likely
that used needles and other sharps will also be present.
Significant risks can be associated with the handling and
disposal of these chemicals and materials even with
proper disposal methods.
These chemicals are often dumped on the property or

are disposed of in sink drains, leading to sewer or septic
systems. The liabilities associated with these environ-
mental concerns are significant and directly related to
exposure to these hazards. Potential impacts to human
health from these chemicals and other hazards include
reproductive disorders, birth defects, kidney failure, can-
cer, respiratory failure, blindness, bloodborne diseases
and death. Environmental health concerns can extend to
all who enter or live in the immediate vicinity of the
meth lab, including municipal workers, such as trash col-
lectors, and nearby residents of the neighborhood.
Children are often at the greatest risk because of their
higher susceptibility to lower chemical concentrations.
Potential exposure pathways for these chemicals

include direct exposure to chemicals in and around the
structure, exposure to vapors emanating from the struc-
ture and exposure to soil and groundwater contaminated
by improper disposal practices.

ISOLATION & REMEDIATION PROGRAM
When the State of Tennessee recognized this epidem-

ic, it developed a program that regulates the isolation and
remediation of meth labs. In developing the program, the
State of Tennessee looked to the states of Washington,
Oregon and California, as they had dealt with this issue
for many years and had well-established programs.
Tennessee’s program is modeled after programs of

these states and includes a provision for law enforcement
officers to quarantine a structure that has been contami-
nated by a meth lab and to record a notice of quarantine,
as well as procedures for testing and
cleanup by certified contractors.
Quarantine and remediation require-
ments are set forth in Tenn. Code.
Ann. §68-212-501, et seq., and regu-
lations at Chapter 1200-1-19.
The meth lab program is adminis-

tered by the Tennessee Department
of Environment and Conservation’s
(TDEC) Division of Remediation
and is based on a tiered approach
based on potential risk. A Tier I meth
lab is typically located in a hotel and
most often includes the production
of only precursor chemicals for the
making of meth. The most serious risks are posed by
Tier IV meth labs, also known as “Super Labs,” which
have been used for an extended period of time and have
manufactured large quantities of meth.

RELEASING QUARANTINES

For a meth lab quarantine to be released, a state-certi-
fied contractor is required to complete the testing and
remediation of the structure. Upon completion of the
remediation process, the certified contractor is required to
develop a report that documents the proper remediation
and disposal of the contaminated structure and property
and to submit a certificate of fitness. It is then the law
enforcement agency’s responsibility to review and approve
the documentation prior to releasing the quarantine.
After approval, the law enforcement agency files the

certificate of fitness in the recorder’s office and removes
the quarantine notices from the property. Like the envi-
ronmental liabilities associated with these meth labs, the
financial liabilities associated with them can also be sig-
nificant and far-reaching. The property owner not only
faces the cost associated with the testing and remediation
of the structure and surrounding property, but also the
reduced value of the property. Because the notice of a
quarantine for a meth lab is recorded on the deed of the
property, it can impact the long-term value of that prop-
erty, even if the property is remediated.
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Often, property owners do not have funding to reme-
diate the property, which may cost them thousands of
dollars. Arrested meth lab operators are unlikely to help
with the expense. In these cases, the financial liability is
passed on to the mortgage holder through foreclosure, or
the property is abandoned. Whether the meth lab proper-
ty is abandoned or foreclosed, it produces a ripple effect
that impacts the property values of the surrounding
neighborhood.
Financial liabilities and pressures are also placed on law

enforcement agencies to place, maintain, and when appro-
priate, release quarantines. Once a quarantine has been
placed on a structure, law enforcement agencies have the
responsibility to ensure that the quarantine is not violated.
This can involve a significant effort, with former tenants
trying to reenter the structure to recover their personal
items and thieves finding opportunity for stealing from a
vacant property. Review and approval of the certificate of
fitness prior to releasing the quarantine also burden law
enforcement agencies. Many of these law enforcement
agencies already have limited resources to deal with the
criminal aspects of meth labs and drug trafficking. When
additional resources are required to properly administer
quarantines, it can become a significant problem.

LONG-TERM IMPACTS

The production of meth is not only dangerous and
illegal, it also results in long-term environmental and
financial impacts to the property involved in the manu-
facturing of meth, surrounding properties and the com-
munity as a whole. The State of Tennessee has been
proactive in attempting to minimize the environmental
liabilities associated with meth labs by certifying testing
and remediation professionals and by establishing quar-
antine procedures. The next challenge is to develop a
funding method that will further enable law enforcement
agencies to implement and enforce quarantine notices
and to ensure remediation of meth labs and their return
to a productive use in an expedited manner.

REQUIREMENTS & REGULATIONS
Tenn. Code. Ann. §68-212-501, et seq., addresses

properties contaminated by the manufacture of metham-
phetamine.
•§68-212-502 provides for the TDEC commissioner

to compile and maintain a list of individuals certified to
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perform testing and cleanup of properties contaminated
in the manufacture of meth.
•§68-212-503(b) establishes the procedure for quaran-

tine of properties by law enforcement personnel where
manufacture of methamphetamine has occurred.
•§68-212-503(c) permits a person with an interest in

quarantined property to bring an action to lift the quaran-
tine because 1) the property was wrongfully quarantined,
or 2) the property has been properly cleaned, but the law
enforcement agency has refused to lift the quarantine.
•§68-212-503(d) prohibits from inhabiting quaran-

tined property, offering it for habitation or removing any
quarantine signs or notices. Willful violation is a Class B
misdemeanor.
•§68-212-505 establishes the procedure for the owner

of quarantined property to retain a certified person, from
the list maintained by the commissioner, to perform test-
ing, cleanup and removal. The quarantine must remain in
effect until the qualified person certifies to the quarantin-
ing agency that the property is safe for human use.
•§68-212-506 provides that inspection, testing and

quarantine costs will be considered when restitution is
calculated.
•§68-212-507 describes the procedure for filing notice

of quarantine with the register of deeds.
•§68-212-508 establishes the procedure for issuance

and recording of a certificate of fitness for a quarantined
property.
•§68-212-509 requires a law enforcement agency

issuing an order of quarantine to provide within seven
days’ notice to the TDEC commissioner regarding the
quarantined site.
TDEC’s regulations concerning Standards for Testing

and Cleaning Quarantined Clandestine Drub Manu-
facturing Sites are found at Chapter 1200-1-19.
See, e.g., Att. Gen. Op. 08-100, 2008 Tenn. AG LEXIS

103 (May 6, 2008) (guidance for the commissioner con-
cerning the application of quarantine provisions).
For more information, click here. �

Dallas Whitmill, P.E., is an environmental services manager with
Terracon’s Chattanooga office. Terracon, an employee-owned
engineering consulting firm, provides geotechnical, environmental,
construction materials and facilities services from more than 120
offices nationwide with more than 2,700 employees.

The ASSE Foundation (ASSEF) is pleased to an-
nounce the 2011 scholarship and professional

development grant recipients. In April 2011, ASSEF
awarded nearly $172,000 to 102 individuals.

Seventy-one students representing 34 universities

will receive scholarships, and 31 ASSE members will
receive professional development grants.

To view the recipients or to read more about
ASSEF, click here.

ASSE 2011 Scholarship & Grant Recipients

http://www.asse.org/foundation
http://tennessee.gov/environment/dor/meth/
http://www.asse.org



