Crystal Darkness:  Meth’s Deadly Assault On Our Youth

Program Introduction

Methamphetamine.  Known on the street as speed, go, crank, ice, crystal, glass, chalk, peanut butter.  Whatever you call it, it’s a deadly addiction that has a tragic impact upon individual lives and on our communities.

The State of Nevada has the dubious distinction of leading the nation in the use of methamphetamine.  Nevada leads the nation any way you look at it--for lifetime meth use, past year meth use, and past 30 day meth use.  Nationwide, 7.6% of high school youth report having used meth at least once.  In Washoe County, Nevada, 12.4% of high school students report lifetime use of meth—nearly twice the national average.

This Reno/Sparks community of about 410,000 people located in western Nevada near pristine Lake Tahoe and just hours from San Francisco had had enough.  The regional jail was routinely reaching capacity with the majority of inmates there on meth-related charges.  Washoe County’s social services program knew that 70% of all abused and/or neglected children removed from their parents were the result of methamphetamine use.  The county’s juvenile services programs as well as the school district were seeing meth use among teenagers rising and contributing to their problems. Treatment centers and the county’s specialty drug court were overwhelmed with meth users seeking help.  Law enforcement, despite best efforts, was unable to make a dent in this scourge on our community.  Something had to be done.
Over the years, city, county and federal law enforcement officials had developed a close working relationship with Secret Witness, a local, non-profit organization dedicated to securing anonymous tips to help solve crimes.  Even the Secret Witness volunteers, though, were frustrated with the rising crime rate.  Once law enforcement shared with them that crime rates were rising mostly due to methamphetamine use in our community (as supported by their statistics), Secret Witness became a catalyst to create a community partnership to address this seemingly unstoppable plague.  They called upon all aspects of the community to declare war on meth use in our community, and local governments were among the first to answer the call.
Program Implementation and Costs

Since less than 3% of all meth addicts recover from their addiction, it was clear that Secret Witness had to concentrate their efforts on prevention rather than recovery.  It was decided that a public information campaign should be created, similar to the Montana Meth Project which had used powerful images on billboards and TV ads to shock the public about the effects of meth use.  Unlike the Montana Meth Project which was funded by a single donor, however, any project in our community would have to be funded from multiple partners and reach a wider audience.

Working with Global Studio, a local advertising agency which provided their creative talent pro bono, Secret Witness created a community-wide campaign spearheaded by a coalition of law enforcement, media, educators, governments, private businesses, non-profit human services groups and even former meth addicts.  This diverse coalition determined that a 30-minute documentary, titled “Crystal Darkness: Meth’s Deadly Assault On Our Youth”, showing the ravages of this particular drug would be the best way to raise both awareness and prevention of methamphetamine use.   Of course, the documentary would need to be supported by a public information campaign that had community-wide support in order for it to have an impact.
Secret Witness raised a total of $110,000 in both private and public funds for this project.  Local governments were the first to come to the table with funds and expertise.  Washoe County provided Secret Witness with $19,000 for this project, as well as support from county staff.  The City of Reno provided $3,000 toward the campaign as well as staff support and $3,000 to a local treatment center.  Although the City of Sparks did not provide financial support, they did provide important staff expertise.  Of special note, the Washoe County Commission Chairman, the City of Reno Mayor, and the Carson City Sheriff shared their personal stories of how meth use had impacted their families through the documentary as well as public appearances reinforcing one of the campaign’s key messages that meth addiction can happen to anyone.
The success of “Crystal Darkness” was the result of three key implementation plans:  
1)  Make the documentary real.  Coalition partners helped the documentary producers make “Crystal Darkness” successful.  Washoe County government helped arrange interviews with meth addicts in jail; interviews with social workers who had seen first-hand the impact on addicts’ children; and a judge who time and again addressed addicts in his courtroom.  Other powerful interviews included current and recovered addicts and professionals who work in treatment centers.  Of course, the cities of Reno and Sparks police chiefs and Washoe County’s Sheriff provided their perspective about meth’s contribution to our community’s crime activity.  Even local health officials gave valuable and graphic information about the physical damage meth can render in a relatively short time.

2)  Make the documentary accessible.  Never in the history of Northern Nevada television had a roadblock of a single program been achieved.  But on January 9, 2007 at 7:30 pm., literally every single television station in Washoe County broadcast “Crystal Darkness” with no commercial interruptions.  This included the three network stations, the three government cable stations, and other stations run by the local cable company including their “video-on-demand” feature.
3)  Promote the documentary.  Promotion of “Crystal Darkness” to ensure widespread viewership is really where the community-wide coalition did their best work.  Nevada’s U.S. Senators agreed to produce public service announcements from their Washington, DC offices to be shown locally.  Nevada’s Governor and First Lady also filmed a spot, and the First Lady became the official spokesperson for the effort making numerous public appearances.  Even local casinos carried the show’s date and time on their electronic billboards.  Local government officials and celebrities made appearances and gave media interviews emphasizing the importance of viewing the documentary as a family to talk to your kids about the dangers of meth use.  Local media donated airtime to ensure everyone knew when the show would air.  The school district produced their own in-house video that supported the public documentary and was shown to every middle school and high school student in Washoe County.
Results

Prior to the documentary airing, the results of the community-wide promotional campaign resulted in media coverage almost too numerous to track.  One of the coalition members described the excitement leading up to the airing of “Crystal Darkness” to the Super bowl.  The program offered a phone number to call immediately after it aired, and counselors manning the phones received 200 phone calls within the first two hours after the program aired; an additional 100 calls came in the next day.  Hundreds of jail inmates who had watched the program asked for help.  There were community discussions, both formal and informal, that blanketed our community for weeks including many in classrooms and living rooms.  The State’s Attorney General created a Meth Community Response Alliance Committee, comprised of many of the original coalition members, which testified before the Nevada State Legislature and was instrumental in passing Assembly Bill 148 which restricted the sale of over-the-counter medicines used to manufacture methamphetamine.  Law enforcement applauded this legislation as a tool to help reduce the number of clandestine labs throughout the state.  Las Vegas, located in southern Nevada, asked for a similar program in their community.  Both an English and Spanish version of “Crystal Darkness” was broadcast as a roadblock later that year in Southern Nevada—first time in their history also.  Other states have inquired about our successful community partnership to combat meth use, and we have shared our experiences with them.  While measurable data such as jail population, treatment center participants, and meth-related crimes will need to be collected and analyzed over time, law enforcement and others who deal with meth use on a daily basis say they are already seeing a difference in our community.  Awareness has increased reporting which has, in turn, supported enforcement.
Lessons Learned
The lesson learned by our community is simple:  together we can address a problem that seems insurmountable.  Methamphetamine use in Washoe County was daunting; it seemed bigger than any one agency or group could even begin to address.  But through a diverse community coalition dedicated to a single goal, we were able to declare war on a problem that was relentlessly attacking our community.  The fight’s not over, but we do believe we are winning some of the battles. 
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