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ABSTRACT: This article attempts to explain the peculiar western distribution 
of methamphetamine production and distribution from a commodity network 
perspective.  The author finds that the drug’s western bias dates back to the regulation 
of a particular precursor, phenyl-2-propanone, in 1981.  In reaction to that regulation, 
producers on the West Coast developed a new method of producing the drug, which 
resulted in a boom in both production and consumption in that region. East Coast 
networks, on the other hand, partnered with traditional organized crime to smuggle 
the precursor into the country.  This resulted in increased persecution from police 
agencies, and the eventual dismantling of East Coast methamphetamine networks.

In 2003 at the height of the national methamphetamine epidemic, Rogelio Guevara, the chief 
of operations for the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), was called to testify before 
Congress regarding the perceived boom in the drug’s availability. Law enforcement officials 

had shut down 9,324 clandestine methamphetamine labs nationwide in 2002, and by the end of the 
year in which Guevara was testifying, that total would be 10,332.1 Although methamphetamine, 
or meth as it is often called, was certainly in the public consciousness, its presence was not evenly 
dispersed across the country.2 In fact, the distribution of methamphetamine labs reflected what 
an expert from the Office of National Drug Control Policy called a distinct “lack of uniformity.”3

The other major problem drugs in the United States—marijuana, cocaine, and heroin—
might show some variation in availability by region, but that variation is negligible compared 
to the one exhibited by methamphetamine. A map of drug availability from the National Drug 
Threat Assessment: 2003 reflects the truth in this observation (Figure 1). 4 Methamphetamine was 
readily available west of the Mississippi, but largely absent from the rest of the country. In fact, 
77.8 percent of methamphetamine labs seized in the country between 2000 and 2003 were found 
in the West Central, Pacific, and Southwest regions designated by the Organized Crime Drug 
Enforcement Taskforce Regions.5 However, when DEA Chief Guevara was asked to explain why 
meth markets were so disproportionately encountered in the American West, he could not.6

The western concentration of methamphetamine in 2003, and to a lesser extent today, 
is confounding on a number of levels. In the mid-twentieth century, the drug was available 
in numerous over-the-counter and prescription preparations throughout the United States.7 
Every part of the country had the opportunity to develop a taste for the stimulant. In fact, 
methamphetamine was made a schedule II substance in 1971 precisely due to its being what an 
editorial in the Annals of Internal Medicine described as “perhaps the most serious drug of abuse 
in the United States.”8 Data from the Client-Oriented Data Acquisition Program also showed 
that amphetamine abuse in the 1970s was a nationally dispersed phenomenon, with no region 
exhibiting a more significant predilection for abuse than any other.9
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 Figure 1. Drug availability by Organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force region.10

 
Secondly, if demand was established everywhere, there is little apparent reason for there 

to have been a lack of supply anywhere in the country. As a synthetic drug, meth can, theoretically, 
be made anywhere. Meth labs have been found in houses, hotel rooms, trailers, car trunks, Igloo 
coolers, back packs, and even soda bottles. The list of possible locations for production is almost 
limitless. And yet, by 2003, a phenomenon (methamphetamine abuse) that was at one point 
national in scale, had become strongly regionalized. Clandestine production showed a similar 
distribution.

This article seeks to explain the processes behind the transition from national to regional 
phenomenon through a historical analysis of methamphetamine commodity chains. Though rarely 
presented in this manner, most of the illicit drugs consumed in the Unites States are commodities, 
produced and distributed for profit like any licit good, though oftentimes by members of society 
who have been deprived of access to other economic outlets.11 Gootenberg (2009) has summarized 
how illicit drugs operate as commodities through an explanation of the heroin trade:

The again booming heroin trade can be seen as comprised of shifting patterns 
of supply and demand, profit-seeking and risk-taking entrepreneurs, rationalized 
labor and flexible-production schedules, extensive networks of middlemen and 
retailers, transport and outsourcing dilemmas, product testing and product 
substitution, all under crunching global competition.12

Economic geographers have long used commodity chain analyses. In an early explanation 
of the technique, Gereffi et al. (1994) described how following a commodity through each 
sequential stage of its life from raw material to consumed good could show “how production, 
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distribution, and consumption are shaped by the social relations (including organizations) that 
characterize the sequential stages of input acquisition, manufacturing, distribution, marketing, 
and consumption.”13 More recently, geographers have begun to emphasize not just the actions 
of producers and consumers, but also those of regulators whose decisions can create dramatic 
changes in the institutional context within which firms operate, causing them to relocate both 
production and sourcing.14

Few geographers have studied drugs at all, and very few have approached them from the 
commodity chain perspective.15 Wilson and Zambrano (1994) produced the most significant study 
of a single drug, analyzing the chains involved in the production and distribution of cocaine.16 In 
doing so, they were able to demonstrate the manner in which legitimate chemical businesses in 
the United States were implicated in the trade of cocaine through selling the chemicals that were 
essential to the processing of coca leaves. 

Since that seminal work, few geographers have taken up the gauntlet of drug chain 
analysis. There have been geographical studies of drug markets and studies of the beginning of 
the chains related to organically based drugs, but no one has undertaken a study of a chain in its 
entirety since Wilson and Zambrano.17 Geographic analyses of methamphetamine have rarely, 
if ever, taken a historical perspective, and have generally fallen into the category of statistical 
analyses of lab seizures.18 

This article applies the commodity chain perspective to methamphetamine networks 
operating in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s. The commodity chains associated with 
methamphetamine are different from those of organically based drugs. Whereas cocaine is derived 
from the coca leaf and heroin from the poppy, methamphetamine is produced in clandestine 
laboratories without the need for organic ingredients. Its production, rather than relying on 
particular environmental requirements, is dependent on a series of chemicals, the most important 
of which are termed precursors, and are incorporated into the final product’s molecular structure 
as a result of the production process.19 For the last three decades, federal and state governments 
have attempted to disrupt illegal methamphetamine chains by limiting access to these precursor 
chemicals. 

Tracing the commodity chains associated with illicit drugs can be a difficult process. 
Even licit firms often seek to obfuscate the chains associated with their products. Fortunately, 
the chains that form around drugs are easier to trace from a historical perspective, after they 
have been made visible through newspaper reporting, police action, and court cases. In the case 
of methamphetamine, the chains often become visible at the moment of attempted precursor 
acquisition, and it is possible to retrace them outward from those flashes of visibility.20 

In analyzing the actions of actors in the commodity chains that formed around 
methamphetamine after it was made a controlled substance in 1971, I demonstrate that the 
peculiar geography of methamphetamine is a byproduct of decisions made by key actors in the 
drug’s commodity chain in response to dramatic changes in the regulatory environment within 
which they operated. Methamphetamine markets in the 1980s thrived in regions in which key 
actors in the chain were able to adapt to new regulations, and withered in those regions where 
criminal operatives were unable to overcome path dependency in their chain. Their success or 
failure laid the groundwork for the peculiar geography of methamphetamine that continues 
to this day. The findings demonstrate the explanatory efficacy of commodity chain analysis in 
historical investigations of the illicit economy, and explain the roots of methamphetamine’s 
peculiar distribution.
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Methamphetamine in the 1970s

In May of 1971 in response to rising indicators of abuse, all members of the amphetamine 
family of drugs, including methamphetamine, were made schedule II substances. At the time 
of their scheduling, methamphetamine-based products were available in a dizzying array of 
preparations from liquid ampoules for home injection to pills and inhalers, and were marketed 
for a myriad of illnesses ranging from depression to narcolepsy.21 

As a schedule II substance, the indications for which meth could be prescribed were severely 
limited, and all prescriptions for the drug were made non-renewable. The drug’s licit commodity 
chain also became highly regulated, with the government limiting the number of firms that could 
produce it, and establishing strict production quotas. By 1973 legal methamphetamine production 
was reduced to 373 kilograms, a 90 percent reduction from the peak year of 1970.22 Prior to the 
scheduling, it was estimated that 92 percent of all amphetamines abused nationwide had been 
legally produced and then diverted to the black market, so such reductions were significant to 
both licit and illicit markets.23  

The effect of the new scheduling was to virtually eliminate the availability of legally 
produced amphetamines for black market diversion. The impact on the drug’s illicit market was 
dramatic, particularly because illicit methamphetamine producers did not immediately swoop in 
to fill the void left by the government’s crackdown on amphetamines. In 1975, only eleven meth 
labs were seized by the DEA nationwide. Without new producers entering the market, street 
quality quickly declined. By 1973, after the extant supply of already diverted pills and ampoules 
had been consumed, the percentage of drugs sold as amphetamines on the street that actually 
contained them dropped significantly, to the point that, between 1975 and 1977 the average purity 
of amphetamine purchased on the street was fifteen percent. Many of the speed injectors in former 
epicenters of abuse moved on to other drugs, particularly heroin and barbiturates. The Speed 
Kills campaign had also tarnished meth’s reputation among drug users so that fewer individuals 
were trying it for the first time. In short, it was a drug in decline.24 

Because of the dearth of methamphetamine on the street, the market price of the drug 
increased tenfold between 1965 and 1975. This rise in price served as an incentive for more 
individuals to enter the market, and as the decade of the 1970s wore on, the number of labs seized 
began to climb steadily. By 1979 the total number of lab seizures had risen to 137, a 1,200 percent 
increase from 1975.25 

The networks behind the rising number of methamphetamine labs in the 1970s varied 
significantly in their levels of sophistication and organization. Some were individuals and small 
groups who took up methamphetamine manufacture as a way to support their own habit or 
make a quick profit. In some parts of the country, traditional organized crime became involved in 
the chain. However, the dominant organization type, or chain driver, for the drug in the 1970s and 
1980s was the outlaw motorcycle gang (OMG).26 In fact, one of the drug’s street names, “crank,” 
purportedly comes from its frequently being hidden for shipment in the crankcases of the Harley 
Davidsons that gang members rode. 

Most prominent among the motorcycle gangs involved in methamphetamine production 
and distribution were the four major motorcycle gangs operating at the time—the Pagans, 
Outlaws, Bandidos, and Hell’s Angels. With regionalized networks of chapters, hierarchical 
governance structures, and a propensity towards crime and secrecy, OMGs were an ideal system 
of organization for the distribution of drugs.27 They combined corporate efficiency with higher 
levels of loyalty than one might expect in a large drug-trafficking organization. Furthermore, 
the mobility of OMGs, their very raison d’être, made them nearly impossible to police because 
their activities fell within no single jurisdiction. As Gil Amoroso, a DEA agent in Philadelphia, 
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explained: “They have no boundaries. It’s nothing for them to get on a motorcycle, a car, a van, 
and drive to Florida at the spur of a moment, whereas your local officials can’t go outside their 
jurisdictional boundaries.”28 

Meth distribution was a natural choice for the gangs. First, it was already popular among 
club members. Second, its price per ounce made it profitable even in small amounts, and increased 
its transferability. A member of the Bandidos explained the importance in less sophisticated terms: 
“Everything in the whole club revolves around crank. You can’t ride a $10,000 motorcycle, have a 
big gun collection, and take care of three 19-year-old ladies working in no body shop.”29

In 1980, federal officials estimated that OMGs controlled fifty percent of the 
methamphetamine trade nationwide.30 However, the ways they engaged the market differed by 
gang and region. On the West Coast, where little traditional organized crime existed, the Hell’s 
Angels appear to have controlled a large portion of the industry at every level of the chain, 
from material acquisition through production to distribution.31 On the East Coast, the Pagans 
were forced to operate in cooperation with traditional organized crime around New York and 
Philadelphia, primarily providing muscle and handling distribution. 

No matter who was making it, the methamphetamine production process in the 1970s 
used the chemical phenyl-2-propanone, or P2P, in combination with methylamine, as its 
primary precursor. P2P methamphetamine production methods produce what is called “racemic 
methamphetamine.”32 Methamphetamine is a chiral compound, meaning it has symmetrical 
isomers. These isomers are referred to as levorotatory (l) and dextrorotatory (d) methamphetamine. 

The two molecules behave in different ways. The levorotary-methamphetamine molecule 
has sympathomimetic qualities (raises the heart rate and blood pressure, causes smooth 
muscle contraction, etc.), but is not a strong central nervous system stimulant. Dextrorotary-
methamphetamine is the molecule that provides methamphetamine with the stimulant and 
euphoriant qualities that make it a drug of abuse by promoting the release of dopamine and then 
inhibiting its reuptake in the brain.33 A racemic mixture contains equal parts of levorotary- and 
dextrorotary-methamphetamine. 

In the 1970s, phenyl-2-propanone was not a controlled substance; its sale was completely 
unregulated. Instead, the DEA relied on the cooperation of chemical sellers in what they called 
the “Precursor Liaison Program.” Largely educational, this program taught chemical companies 
to look for businesses or individuals that were buying the necessary combination of chemicals 
to make illicit drugs, and then asked them to report those people. Participation was voluntary. 
Norton J. Wilder, the DEA agent in charge of Philadelphia, estimated that 40 percent of the labs 
seized nationwide in 1979 had been detected via the liaison program and the diligence of the 
chemical companies.34 However, enterprising producers were able to acquire the necessary 
precursors quite easily in a relatively unregulated market. 

On February 11, 1980, in response to the 1,200 percent increase in methamphetamine 
lab seizures over the latter half of the 1970s, the DEA made phenyl-2-propanone a controlled 
substance, making its diversion to methamphetamine production a much more difficult 
proposition. This new regulation, and the manner in which producers responded to it, set in 
motion events that permanently altered the geography of methamphetamine in the United States. 
On the West Coast, regulation led to innovation in the supply chain, the loosening of the Hell’s 
Angels’ control of the market, and a boom in clandestine methamphetamine production. On the 
East Coast, the scheduling further entrenched the relationship between the Pagans and traditional 
organized crime, and eventually led to the drug’s fall from favor among eastern drug users. The 
spatial variation in these responses rewrote the drug’s geography, leading to the agglomeration of 
methamphetamine production in the West and Southwest and setting the stage for the eastward-
moving epidemic of the 1990s and 2000s.
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A West Coast boom 

Meth producers on the West Coast responded nimbly to the loss of P2P, and the region 
became the center of methamphetamine innovation in the 1980s. As early as 1981, rather than 
continuing to try to make meth with P2P, producers there began to adopt the Red-Phosphorus, or 
Red-P method of methamphetamine production, which used ephedrine as the primary precursor.35 
The new method caught on for a number of reasons. First, it circumvented the need for P2P. After 
scheduling, only powerful criminal organizations such as the Hell’s Angels or traditional mafia 
could find black-market sources of P2P and avoid being detected by the DEA. That option was not 
readily available to small-scale producers. However, in the early 1980s, ephedrine was not even 
on the government’s radar, meaning its sale was not monitored, and any potential cook could 
easily buy it in bulk from wholesalers. Most other necessary ingredients could be purchased from 
hardware stores. 

The wide availability of the new precursor meant that many freelance producers could 
enter the market. Small-scale cooks operating in groups of two or three appeared in large numbers, 
each producing a small amount of product for personal use and sale. This type of network 
was a far cry from the vast, vertically integrated, interstate drug-trafficking Hell’s Angels that 
previously had driven the chain on the West Coast.36 DEA agent Ron D’Ulisse lamented how the 
new method had changed the drug market in San Diego: ‘“Everyone and anyone can do it. We 
were dealing with the motorcycle gangs, but now we find it’s amateur hour, with people who 
don’t belong in the business cooking methamphetamine.’”37 The Los Angeles Times associated 
the transition with increased volatility in San Diego: “Virtually unlimited access to precursor 
chemicals drew a new breed of unsophisticated criminals into the methamphetamine business. 
It was these entrepreneurs, cooking drugs in their suburban garages and city homes, who were 
largely responsible for making the explosions, fires, and other dangers of drug manufacture 
virtually an everyday part of life in San Diego.”38 

Quality was another reason for the increasing popularity of the new Red-P method. The Red 
Phosphorous method produces meth that is composed entirely of dextrorotary-methamphetamine 
molecules, rather than the fifty/fifty racemic mixture found in meth produced from P2P. This 
means that the meth made with the Red-P method is significantly more psychoactive than racemic 
methamphetamine, and users get much more of the desired central nervous system stimulation 
with each dose.39 To producers who were operating for profit, higher purity allowed the meth 
coming out of the newer labs to be “stepped on,” or degraded with other products, at a higher 
rate than P2P meth, which translates into higher yields and profits. To users, the purity meant that 
the meth being made in Southern California after 1981 was a significantly more appealing form of 
the drug than anything that had come before it. 

It does not seem coincidental then, that Southern California and the rest of the West Coast 
experienced a methamphetamine boom after the introduction of the Red-P method. Nationally, 
the DEA seized eighty-eight labs in 1981. By 1989 that number had jumped to 652, with the West 
Coast making up a disproportionate segment of that number. In 1987 California and Oregon 
accounted for 61.7 percent of all meth labs seized in the U. S. In 1988 that number grew to 66 
percent (Figure 2).40

As the 1980s wore on, more and more meth producers adopted the Red-P method. A 
1990 report on the procedure by a DEA chemist described it as “the most common method of 
manufacture of methamphetamine in the United States.”41 This was true, but only by a slim margin. 
Of the 416 labs seized nationally in 1989 for which the manner of production was determined, 53 
percent used the Red-P method and 47 percent used P2P.42 Regionality was strong. In Southern 
California, the percentage of labs using Red-P was as high as 90 percent in 1988.43 Gilbreath (2012) 
estimates that in 1988, 45 percent of all the Red-P labs seized nationally were found in San Diego 
alone.44 
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Figure 2. Methamphetamine Lab Seizures by the DEA for 1988.45

The percentage of all seized clandestine labs that were making methamphetamine also 
grew throughout the 1980s. In 1981, methamphetamine labs made up 48 percent of the drug 
labs seized by the DEA. By 1987 that number was 80 percent.46 On the streets in the 1980s 
methamphetamine emerged as the best bet among street stimulants (not including cocaine) 
to contain what it claimed, rather than another chemical. Puder et al. (1988) found that drugs 
purporting to contain methamphetamine did so 93 percent of the time in 1983, up from roughly 
23 percent in 1972.47 

As the number of labs using the Red-P technique increased, so too did methamphetamine 
use. In 1979 methamphetamine mentions in the Drug Abuse Warning Network system in San 
Diego were statistically insignificant (Figure 3). In 1984 they represented 3.6 percent of emergency 
room drug mentions, but by 1989, it was the drug mentioned second most frequently in local ERs, 
and represented 12 percent of all drug mentions for the metropolitan area.48 This is not surprising 
given that, in 1988, the National Institute on Drug Abuse concluded that the most important 
factor in the spread of methamphetamine abuse was the presence of methamphetamine labs 
within a community.49

Based on its usage rates and a steadily increasing number of lab seizures, San Diego soon 
began to attract national attention as the meth capital of the United States. DEA operatives in 
the area did much to encourage that reputation. One in particular, Ron D’Ulisse, was quoted in 
newspapers throughout the 1980s. Agent D’Ulisse compared San Diego to Bogota in a conversation 
with the Chicago Tribune in 1987.51 In 1988, he estimated to the Washington Post that San Diego 
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Figure 3. Emergency room mentions for methamphetamine from the National Institute of Drug Abuse’s 
Drug Abuse Warning Network (DAWN) system.50

produced twenty thousand pounds of methamphetamine per year, or as he put it, enough to keep 
every man woman and child in the city high for six months.52 

As the number of meth labs grew in California, the business of supplying precursor 
chemicals and equipment to cooks became a big business. In Southern California, ephedrine was 
being sold for twenty dollars a pound wholesale and $150-$230 a pound retail, a markup that 
yielded profits from $10,000 wholesale to $50,000 retail.53 The DEA estimated that wholesalers were 
selling more than ten thousand pounds of ephedrine per year in Southern California, enough to 
make eight thousand to ten thousand pounds of meth. In 1986, the California Legislature sought 
to end this business and the clandestine labs themselves by scheduling the chemicals involved. 
Chemical companies (in this case wholesalers and retailers rather than producers) were quick to 
fight the new law.

One enterprising chemical supply storeowner, Robert J. Miskinis, hired a lobbyist to 
successfully delay the implementation of the law from 1986 until October of 1987. However, when 
it was revealed that this lobbyist had been hired by a man whose company, RJM Laboratories, 
had sold all of the essential ingredients to cook meth on at least 142 separate occasions between 
1982 and 1984, the law’s implementation was pushed up to April 1, 1987.54 The new California 
precursor legislation required that chemical sellers report all sales of meth precursors to the 
state justice department. It also installed a twenty-one-day waiting period between reporting 
the purchase and delivery of the chemicals. Over-the-counter cold medicine preparations were 
excluded from the new law. 
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The California regulations were tough, but of course West Coast methamphetamine 
production was not confined to California (Figure 2). In the late 1980s, predictably, Oregon and 
Washington experienced major upsurges in meth activity. Between 1983 and 1987 lab seizures 
in Oregon grew from ten to 131, while in Washington they grew from zero to twenty-seven.55 
Observers saw the growth as a direct result of producers fleeing persecution in California, and in 
1987 both states passed chemical reporting laws almost identical to those of California in an effort 
to push production out of their states.56

The chemicals listed in the new laws included anthranilic acid, ephedrine, methylamine, 
phenylacetic acid, pseudoephedrine, lead acetate, and methyl formamide. As was the case in 
California, the laws scheduled ephedrine and pseudoephedrine except in the form of cold pills, a 
loophole that was quickly discovered by cooks. San Diego Police reported that lab seizures dipped 
for only three months after the law’s implementation in California before they saw production 
return to its previous levels.57 

East Coast busts

Before the scheduling of P2P, methamphetamine use and production on the East Coast was 
most prominent in Philadelphia and surrounding counties in the Delaware Valley. As was the case 
in the rest of the country, clandestine production had begun there in the 1960s as the police cut 
down on diversion of legally produced meth. Also following national trends, methamphetamine 
use had declined in most former East Coast hot spots during the 1970s. Most drug users in this 
section of the country turned to heroin or cocaine and did not return to meth as the decade wore 
on. Eastern Pennsylvania was the exception. Philadelphia, in fact, was the only city in the entire 
DAWN system to have a significant number of mentions for prescription methamphetamine 
in 1979 (Figure 3). It was also the only metropolitan area for which mentions of “speed” (the 
term used for nonprescription methamphetamine) ranked in the top ten of drugs mentioned 
at admission.58 Meth’s popularity in Philadelphia makes sense given the drug’s demographics. 
Since the 1950s, it had been the drug of choice for many dispossessed and working class whites 
who used the stimulant as a means of extracting more hours out of the day, and Philadelphia in 
the 1980s had a large, white, working-class population. It also had a well-established organized 
crime element. As Jenkins (1992) explained: “It was almost inevitable that any city with a history 
of well-entrenched labor racketeering [like Philadelphia] would also have a thriving business in 
the manufacture and distribution of stimulant drugs.”59

By 1980 clandestine meth production had become enough of a problem locally that the 
House Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control held a meeting in Philadelphia to 
assess the impact of the labs. In this hearing, local law enforcement referred to Philadelphia as 
the methamphetamine capital of the United States.60 Much of the testimony that day focused on 
the Pagans Motorcycle Club and the partnership it had formed with traditional organized crime. 
Robert Walker, the congressman for the district, described the Pagans as simply hired muscle 
for the mob. Although it is true that some members of Pagans had acted as paid assassins for 
members of the Scarfo-Testa Mob, the overall relationship was far more complicated than that.61 
Sergeant Robert Collison of the Delaware State Police argued that the Pagans had cornered the 
market on meth in the area, testifying that “the street word is if you do not sell Pagan dope, or 
Pagan methamphetamine or crank, you do not sell it.”62 

The head of the intelligence division of the DEA, Frank Wickes, testified that traditional 
organized crime partnered with the Pagans to finance methamphetamine operations, obtain the 
necessary precursors, and find chemists to do the cooking.63 The Pagans handled lab setup, security, 
and distribution of the final product. The Special Agent in Charge of the DEA in Philadelphia, 
Norton Wilder, predicted that the scheduling of P2P would only entrench that relationship as the 
market for P2P became increasingly lucrative and precarious.64 
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Wilder’s prediction proved prescient. As the 1980s wore on, the Pagans formed 
partnerships with various organized crime units within Philadelphia. The groups involved 
included not only members of the traditional Cosa Nostra Italian Mafia, but also members of the 
Greek Mob, a Jewish and Irish group known as the “K&A Gang,” and African-American groups.65 
The associations these mob members formed with the Pagans were not the top-down, corporate 
models one might expect from traditional organized crime, but rather reflected an opportunistic 
and temporary coming together of motivated parties.66 The mob members who interacted with 
the Pagans did so of their own accord, rather than at the instruction of higher-ups within the 
organizations. Those interactions were fluid and temporary, and almost always dealt with the 
smuggling and trade of P2P.67

Because of the relationships formed between the Pagans and various members of organized 
crime, methamphetamine production and distribution on the East Coast remained dependent 
on P2P and in the hands of very few individuals in the 1980s. This lack of diversity directly 
contributed to the decline of the East Coast methamphetamine market because police could more 
easily identify and target important operators. Federal officials had been monitoring the activities 
of traditional (that is to say ethnically-based) organized crime since the 1920s. In 1970, they passed 
the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act (RICO) as a tool for prosecuting such 
groups. At approximately the same time, the government also began to view Outlaw Motorcycle 
Gangs as an organized criminal threat. With all groups involved in the market already under 
government investigation in the 1980s, the methamphetamine networks around Philadelphia felt 
the full brunt of governmental scrutiny. 

Government officials were unsuccessful at prosecuting mob bosses such as Nicodemo 
Scarfo for drug dealing under the Kingpin provisions of RICO, because the members of their 
organizations who entered the methamphetamine market did so for themselves, seizing an 
opportunity for quick profit. However prosecutors proved much more adept at convicting 
smugglers of P2P. Throughout the 1980s members of the Greek Mob, the K&A gang, and 
key Italian-American P2P suppliers from within the Bruno and Scarfo organizations were all 
successfully prosecuted.68

The Pagans faced a similar fate. In 1984 and 1985, government officials arrested over fifty 
members of the gang in the Delaware Valley region. Prosecutors focused on the group’s mother 
club (the lead chapter), and by 1985, had successfully convicted the group’s president Paul “Ooch” 
Ferry to eighteen years in prison. The vice president, sergeant at arms, and treasurer, along with 
nearly half of the rest of the mother club, also received sentences of at least fifteen years. Because 
their national organization was perhaps the most centralized and hierarchical of the Big Four, 
these arrests were particularly crippling to the gang.69 

The successful actions against methamphetamine on the East Coast had a rapid and 
permanent effect on the market there. By 1989 the government had eliminated the body that 
controlled most methamphetamine distribution in the region as well most sources for P2P. 
Seizures declined in stepwise fashion. Philadelphia Police seized 105 pounds of meth in 1987, 
but only fourteen pounds in 1988. In 1989 that number grew again to seventy-seven pounds, all 
but two of which originated in one high profile bust. With a low-grade product in limited supply, 
drug users soon moved on to other stimulants. In testimony before the House Select Committee 
on Narcotics Abuse and Control, Robert F. Armstrong, the special assistant to the mayor for 
drug control, stated in 1989 that crack had replaced methamphetamine as the drug of choice in 
Philadelphia.70  

Data from the National Institute of Drug Abuse’s Drug Abuse Warning Network (DAWN) 
reflected the West Coast agglomeration and East Coast decline of methamphetamine at the end 
of the 1980s (Figure 3).71 Among the cities included in the DAWN system, six had significant rates 
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of methamphetamine abuse reported between 1985 and 1989: Dallas, Los Angeles, Philadelphia, 
Phoenix, San Diego, and San Francisco. Between 1985 and 1989 the number of emergency mentions 
of methamphetamine rose from 726 to 2,336 nationally. Three cities, Dallas, Philadelphia, and San 
Diego, accounted for 74 percent of those mentions in 1985, 63 percent in 1986, and 68 percent in 
1987. However, as the number of mentions increased for San Diego (+501 percent) and Dallas 
(+271 percent), the number of mentions in Philadelphia declined by 41.5 percent.72 Philadelphia’s 
portion of national emergency room methamphetamine mentions dropped from 53 percent in 
1985 to 4.5 percent in 1989.73 

Conclusions

In the era presented here (primarily the 1980s), methamphetamine declined as a drug of 
choice on the East Coast at the same time that it rose in prominence in the West. The unofficial 
title of the methamphetamine capital of the United States reflected this change, as it moved from 
Philadelphia in 1980 to San Diego in 1987. During the 1990s, the drug would continue to grow in 
prominence on the West Coast before migrating steadily eastward in the 2000s.74 Policing agencies 
in charge of both tracking and stopping the spread of drugs have historically been unable to 
explain why methamphetamine has shown such a distinctively western distribution. However, 
this study has disinterred the roots of the drug’s particular distribution through a historical 
analysis of its commodity chains. By emphasizing methods of production and product sourcing, 
I have shown that the western concentration of methamphetamine in the United States stems 
from sourcing decisions and production techniques adopted in the wake of precursor regulation 
established in 1980. 

This should not be surprising. The long history of methamphetamine shows that changes 
in the regulatory environment have consistently produced unexpected and problematic results. 
Initial regulation of injectable ampoules led to the country’s first clandestine labs in San Francisco 
in the 1960s.75 After the timeframe of this paper, regulation of ephedrine sales following the 
Chemical Diversion and Trafficking Act of 1988 opened an opportunity for market penetration by 
Mexican Drug Trafficking Organizations, who produced methamphetamine at an industrial scale 
and greatly expanded the market. 

The efficacy of the commodity chain perspective shown here demonstrates a need for 
more historical geographical analysis of all sorts of illicit commodities. By analyzing not just 
consumption, but production, distribution, and regulation as well, new insight can be offered on 
these significant global phenomena that can be of use not just to academics, but also to society as 
a whole. 
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