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HARM REDUCTION AND OVERDOSE PREVENTION

Fact Sheet

Background

Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid that is 50 to 100 times more potent than morphine.! Across the United States, the
illicit drug supply has been adulterated by fentanyl and fentanyl-related compounds, leading some people who
use drugs (“PWUD”) to consume fentanyl unintentionally.? As a result, between May 2020 and April 2021, 64%
of overdose deaths in the nation involved synthetic opioids, primarily illicity manufactured fentanyl.®> A low-cost,
high-impact harm reduction strategy for reducing the risk of overdose due to fentanyl contamination comes in
the form of fentanyl test strips (“FTS”).* At the price of approximately one dollar per disposable strip, FTS can
detect the presence of fentanyl and many fentanyl analogs in drug samples dissolved in water.®

In April 2021, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (“CDC”) and the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration (“SAMHSA”) announced that, for the first time, federal funding could be used to
purchase FTS for overdose response programs.® A year later, the White House released a National Drug
Control Strategy that called for expanding access to harm reduction interventions—including FTS—in an effort
to “meet people where they are and engage them in care and services.”” This fact sheet briefly discusses the
emerging evidence that supports the broad distribution of FTS as one tool to reduce fentanyl-related harm.

Summary of evidence supporting fentanyl test strips

Fentanyl test strips are effective in drug detection

Research confirms that FTS detect the presence of contaminants in drug samples with high accuracy. One
study from 2020 that examined the validity of portable drug checking devices found that FTS had a lower limit
of detection (0.100 mcg/mL), a lower false positive rate (9.6%), and a lower false negative rate (3.7%) than
both a hand-held Raman Spectrometer and a desktop Fourier-Transform Infrared Spectrometer in identifying
fentanyl in drugs obtained by law enforcement pursuant to criminal investigations.® Fentanyl test strips are also



effective at detecting the presence of certain fentanyl analogs, which are frequently involved in overdose
deaths.® A 2022 study found that FTS were able to detect 13 of 17 fentanyl analogs tested.°

Fentanyl test strips are effective in reducing risky drug use

Fentanyl test strips are distributed to PWUD in community-based and clinical settings nationwide. Across
demographics, the vast majority of PWUD surveyed report a keen interest in using FTS.! Moreover, numerous
studies have found that receiving a positive FTS result leads to behavioral changes among PWUD that
mitigate the risk of overdose, including discarding drugs,*? reducing drug doses,*® going slower,'* doing a
“tester” shot,® using drugs with someone else around,® keeping naloxone nearby,!” and sharing FTS with
friends perceived to be at high risk for fentanyl exposure.® There is no empirical evidence that use of FTS
results in increased drug use among PWUD,*® and it is unlikely that the availability of drug checking equipment
promotes drug initiation.?°

Fentanyl test strips are associated with reduced overdose risk

Given the nascency of FTS as a harm reduction tool, more time and research are necessary to establish a
causal relationship between FTS use and mortality. However, early studies link FTS use with decreased
overdose risk. For example, the implementation of a vending machine in Cincinnati that dispensed harm
reduction products, including FTS, was associated with a lower countywide incidence of unintentional overdose
death.?! Additionally, at a supervised injection facility in Vancouver that offered FTS to clients, a client's
reported intention to reduce their dose after testing their drugs was significantly associated with lower odds of
overdose.?

Updating state laws to remove barriers to fentanyl test strips

Despite the endorsement of harm reduction advocates, leaders in the federal government, and PWUD
themselves, widespread adoption of FTS is often hindered by state laws that criminalize drug paraphernalia. In
some jurisdictions, the statutory definition of drug paraphernalia includes objects used for “testing” or
“analyzing” controlled substances—provisions which could apply to FTS.2® Although arrests and prosecutions
seldom stem from the use, possession, or distribution of drug checking equipment like FTS, the threat of
criminal consequences may produce a chilling effect that deters uptake of FTS initiatives®* and contributes to
low awareness of FTS among PWUD.? Encouragingly, over half the states—including ten states between
August 2021 and August 2022 alone—have modified their laws to clearly permit the possession and/or
distribution of drug checking equipment like FTS.?®

Conclusion

Fentanyl test strips provide potentially actionable information to PWUD and are associated with reductions in
risky drug-use behavior and overdose risk. Modifying or repealing drug paraphernalia laws to clarify that the
distribution, possession, and use of FTS is not illegal would likely improve awareness of and access to this
critical technology. States that have not already done so should strongly consider maodifying their laws and
providing funding to ensure that this promising technology is widely available.
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