County Attorney Boaz describes dangers of “huffing”

When an 11-year-old boy in southeastern Kentucky inhaled a common household product to get high last month, he more than likely did not anticipate his last breath would be coming just moments later. However, that was the reality for this child who died from inhalant abuse.


Inhalant abuse—also known by other terms such as huffing, air blast, head cleaner or rush—is the fourth most common form of substance abuse in the United States among eighth, tenth, and twelfth graders, trailing behind alcohol, cigarettes and marijuana, according to the 2000 Monitoring the Future Study.


The term “inhalants” encompasses a wide range of everyday household products that can be intentionally abused by sniffing or huffing (inhaling through one’s mouth) for an intoxicating high. More than 1,400 products, such as glue, correction fluid, paint, air freshener and cooking spray, are considered dangerous for inhalation.


“We have found it particularly difficult to prevent inhalant abuse because unlike other substances, such as alcohol and cigarettes, we really can’t limit a child’s access to the substances,” said McCracken County Attorney Daniel Y. Boaz who handles drug cases and juvenile justice issues in district court.


Boaz said many teenagers view inhalant abuse as a safe way to get high; however, studies have shown huffing can kill the first time a child experiments with it. In fact, about 22 percent of those who die from huffing do so the first time they try it, according to Human Toxicology.


According to the Office of National Drug Control Policy, permanent effects of abusing inhalants include hearing loss, limb spasms, bone marrow damage, central nervous system and brain damage, heart failure, and death.


Forty-six states, including Kentucky, have laws regarding the abuse of inhalants. Kentucky law states that anyone found guilty of inhaling a “volatile substance” is guilty of a Class B misdemeanor, punishable by 90 days to 12 months in jail and/or a $500 fine. In lieu of the fine/imprisonment, a person may be sentenced to a rehabilitation program for up to 90 days. Anyone convicted of intentionally selling or offering for sale a volatile substance for the purposes of inhalation is guilty of a Class D felony, punishable by one to five years imprisonment and/or a $10,000 fine.


“We have found that those under the influence of inhalants tend to commit crimes because their inhibitions are decreased,” Boaz said. “Those under the influence of inhalants who commit subsequent crimes, such as DUI, theft, rape, vandalism and others, will be prosecuted for those crimes as well.”


Boaz said parents play an important role in preventing inhalant abuse.


“With studies showing inhalant abuse beginning as young as six years old, parents need to warn their children while they are still in primary school,” Boaz said.


Beyond educating children, Boaz said parents and other caregivers should learn to recognize signs of inhalant abuse:

· Strong chemical odors on breath or clothing;

· Red or runny nose;

· Sores or rash around nose or mouth;

· Paint or other stains on face, hands or clothing;

· Unexplainable cough;

· Slurred speech;

· Nausea or loss of appetite;

· Drunk or disoriented appearance; and/or

· Hidden empty spray paint or solvent containers or chemical-soaked rags or clothing.


“Educational and awareness efforts are so important in combating this serious problem, Boaz said. “As efforts to educate parents and children about the dangers of inhalant abuse rise, the instances of inhalant abuse decline.”
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