
Overview 
Fentanyl—a powerful synthetic opioid up to 50 times stronger than heroin—remains a major factor in the nation’s 
overdose crisis.1 Nearly 60% of all overdose deaths between March 2024 and March 2025 involved this potent 
synthetic opioid, and fentanyl has contributed to a more than 750% increase in opioid overdose deaths from 
2015 to 2023.2 Yet many people who use drugs don’t know how prevalent fentanyl is in the drug supply.3 

Addressing fentanyl overdose deaths is a bipartisan priority in Congress and statehouses throughout the country. 
As a result, many policymakers are working to increase access to drug checking equipment—tools that can 
identify specific substances, such as fentanyl, in a drug sample—in tandem with greater access to treatment and 
services for people with substance use disorders.4

Drug checking equipment can save lives by alerting people to the presence of fentanyl or other contaminants in 
the drug supply.5 Such information is critically needed: Research has shown that people who use stimulants, such 
as methamphetamine and cocaine, are less knowledgeable about the potential for fentanyl in these drugs.6 At the 
same time, one study found that fentanyl was present in 12%-15% of methamphetamine and cocaine sampled.7 
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Despite declining youth drug use, more young people are also dying from overdoses due to the consumption of 
counterfeit pills of other substances, such as anxiety medications, that also contain fentanyl.8 Fentanyl has also 
led to a rapid increase in overdose death rates among adults over 65 and Black people.9

And new substances with harmful or unknown effects continue to enter the drug supply. Xylazine—a veterinary 
sedative that can cause painful skin ulcers that can lead to amputation—has been found in stimulants.10 Fentanyl-
related overdose deaths associated with xylazine increased 276% between January 2019 and June 2022.11 
Starting in 2024, medetomidine, another veterinary sedative that’s 100-200 times stronger than xylazine, and 
BTMPS, a chemical used in plastics manufacturing and adhesives, have increasingly been detected in regions 
across the country.12

These rapid changes have led people who use drugs to describe the drug supply as always unpredictable, and 
they report fear and concern about the potential for overdose.13 This is where drug checking equipment can 
be lifesaving—it can help people know exactly what is in the drug supply and help them lower their risk of 
overdose.14 

Common drug checking equipment includes test strips that can detect the presence of a single substance, 
such as fentanyl or xylazine; portable machines that can identify almost all substances in a drug sample; and 
laboratory-based techniques that can identify nearly all substances in a sample, even in low doses, and provide 
concrete information on potency to individuals and information on trends and emerging harmful substances to 
the public.15 

Most states have passed laws on drug checking equipment in recent years. A review of those laws found that 
45 states allow individuals and organizations to possess, distribute, and sell at least one type of drug checking 
equipment, and 20 states permit people to possess, distribute, and sell all forms of drug checking equipment.16 
But state policymakers can do more to advance access to these lifesaving tools and reduce overdose deaths. 
Lawmakers should consider passing laws and policies that:

	• Expand access to test strips:

	• Make it legal to possess, distribute, and sell all drug checking equipment. 

	• Make test strips available in community-based settings and programs that serve people who use 
drugs.

	• Provide test strips to people leaving hospital emergency departments.

	• Equip first responders to distribute test strips.

	• Increase access to portable drug testing machines at sites that provide comprehensive and targeted 
services to people who use drugs.

	• Support state or regional lab-based testing of drug samples and provide results to individuals and trends to 
the public.
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Expand access to test strips 
Fentanyl test strips identify the presence or absence of fentanyl in a liquid drug sample.17 (Powders or pills must 
be crushed and dissolved in water before the strips are dipped to test for fentanyl.)18 These strips can help 
people who use drugs—regardless of the substance they use—make decisions that could help reduce their risk of 
overdose, such as choosing to use less of a drug, consuming a drug more slowly, or using drugs in the presence of 
other people.19

People who use drugs have described fentanyl test strips as easy to use, and uptake among this population 
is high.20 These strips are also low-cost, about $1 each.21 When packaged with naloxone as part of overdose 
prevention kits, fentanyl test strips give people multiple tools to reduce the risk of fatal overdose.22

“If I had [fentanyl test strips], I would use them every time.” 
—Participant in a study on fentanyl test strips23 

Xylazine test strips can also detect whether the drug is present in a sample, giving people critical information 
they can use to change drug use behaviors.24 These strips are newer and may not be able to detect small amounts 
of the drug, but individuals have said they would use such strips if they were available.25

Make it legal to possess, distribute, and sell all drug checking equipment 
Many state laws have long classified drug checking equipment as drug paraphernalia. But since 2018, states have 
begun permitting some form of the equipment. To help reduce the risk of overdose, states should pass laws that 
allow individuals and entities to possess, distribute, and sell all types of drug checking equipment. 

Some states have already done this. In 2019, Colorado enacted a law that excludes from its definition of drug 
paraphernalia “[t]esting equipment used, intended for use, or designed for use in identifying or in analyzing the 
strength, effectiveness, or purity of controlled substances.”26 This law exempts the use and possession of all kinds 
of drug checking equipment, including fentanyl and xylazine test strips, from criminal penalties and also drug 
checking equipment that may be developed in the future to respond to the changing drug supply. 

A 2023 Pennsylvania law is similar to Colorado’s, stating that drug paraphernalia “does not include testing 
products utilized in determining whether a controlled substance contains chemicals, toxic substances or 
hazardous compounds in quantities which can cause physical harm or death.”27 

Make test strips available in community-based settings and programs that 
serve people who use drugs
Even if state laws allow test strips to be possessed, distributed, and sold, individuals still need to be able to 
access them. Community-based settings and programs that serve people who use drugs are well suited to 
provide test strips. Individuals have reported being comfortable obtaining strips from these programs, and others 
have noted that they learned about test strips because of these programs.28 These sites also have effective reach: 
One study found that a community-based program in Baltimore was able to distribute 17,000 fentanyl test strips 
in six months, with 70% of participants reporting they used the strips.29
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These organizations can use congressionally authorized grant programs—including the Tribal Opioid Response 
Grants, the State Opioid Response Grants, and the Substance Use Prevention, Treatment, and Recovery Services 
Block Grant program—to purchase fentanyl and xylazine test strips.30

Organizations in Alabama have already done so. After the passage in 2022 of a law allowing fentanyl test strips 
to be possessed, distributed, and sold, the Addiction Prevention Coalition—an Alabama organization focused 
on substance use education and overdose prevention—used grant funds from the Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration to purchase strips.31 Within a year, the coalition had distributed 7,300 of them.32

State policymakers can also allocate other funds. In Georgia, the state gave opioid settlement funds to 10 
organizations that distribute fentanyl test strips.33 And in Pennsylvania, organizations that serve people who use 
drugs were given federal funds from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention to distribute test strips and 
naloxone.34

Provide test strips to people leaving hospital emergency departments
Hospital emergency departments frequently provide care for people who use drugs. For example, it is estimated 
that in 2022 more than 7 million emergency department visits involved drugs, with opioids—including fentanyl—
accounting for nearly 13% of these visits.35 And almost 43% of emergency department visits that involved 
methamphetamine also involved other substances, including fentanyl in 15% of cases.36 Making fentanyl testing 
strips available in emergency departments can help patients after discharge.37

A 2024 study found that patients would be receptive to receiving fentanyl test strips in emergency 
departments.38 In fact, more than 60% of emergency department patients in the study stated that they planned 
to dispose of or not use a drug that tested positive for fentanyl, showing how fentanyl test strips can support 
overdose risk reduction behaviors.39 

Emergency department physicians, nurses, social workers, and certified recovery specialists also support making 
fentanyl test strips available, viewing them as an easy, valuable way to build trust and connections with patients, 
empower them, and reduce stigma.40 

State agencies can help emergency departments provide fentanyl test strips and overdose prevention kits, which 
often pair naloxone with test strips.41 California’s Department of Health Care Services’ Naloxone Distribution 
Project, for example, provides hospitals with fentanyl test strips and naloxone.42 

Equip first responders to distribute test strips
Law enforcement officers, firefighters, and emergency medical services (EMS) are often the first people to arrive 
on the scene of a substance-related emergency or overdose, so they are well positioned to distribute test strips.43 
In fact, a study by six municipal police departments in Massachusetts found that police departments were willing 
to distribute fentanyl test strip kits, and officers found them valuable in initiating conversations on safety and 
developing relationships with community partners.44 

Another study found that 30% of people who died from an unintentional opioid overdose had used EMS in the 
year before their death.45 Across the country, EMS have successfully initiated buprenorphine treatment for opioid 
use disorder and distributed naloxone and sterile supplies to reduce the transmission of infectious diseases.46 
Allowing EMS to also provide test strips would further benefit patients. 
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State agencies can help by providing test strips to EMS, something Ohio has done. Thanks to a partnership 
among RecoveryOhio, the state Department of Health, and the Ohio Department of Mental Health and Addiction 
Services, the state distributed fentanyl test strips to public health and community-based programs and law 
enforcement.47 In Colorado, the state budget allocated funds to purchase fentanyl test strips for the Colorado 
Department of Public Health that were given to county health departments.48 And with specific requests from 
their local police departments, the Weld County, Colorado, Department of Health and Environment ordered test 
strips from the state that were given to local law enforcement agencies to distribute.49

Increase access to portable drug testing machines at sites that 
provide comprehensive and targeted services to people who use 
drugs
Portable drug testing machines are another proven way to help identify fentanyl and other substances in the 
drug supply. While test strips can identify one specific substance in a drug sample, drug testing machines test 
for many substances. Using a technique known as Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy, these machines use 
infrared light and an electronic library of known compounds to identify the chemical composition of substances in 
a drug sample.50 The machines can test a wide range of drugs, including opioids and stimulants, but are unable to 
test organic matter like cannabis, mushrooms, or drugs mixed into foods or liquids.51 When operated by a trained 
technician, the machines can provide accurate results in five to 10 minutes.52 However, it takes significant training 
for the technicians, and each machine costs around $40,000.53 While these machines can be subscribed to 
electronic libraries of known compounds, the libraries may not get regular updates, so the machines may not be 
effective at recognizing new substances, a potential limitation given the evolving drug supply.54 

These portable drug testing machines are another tool to help address the overdose crisis, and state leaders can 
make them available at sites that provide comprehensive and targeted services to people who use drugs. In New 
York state, for example, some community-based organizations that provide such services have portable machines 
on site to test residual amounts of drugs.55 These organizations have completed comprehensive training and met 
core competencies to operate drug checking programs.56 And in the first 11 months of New York state’s program, 
almost 900 samples were tested across eight sites.57

State policymakers can also allow organizations serving people who use drugs to purchase portable machines 
using state funds. In 2022, the North Carolina Legislature allocated $6 million from the Opioid Abatement 
Reserve allowing for equipment purchases “to enable rapid analysis of opioids and other drugs causing overdose 
outbreaks.”58 In Greensboro, the North Carolina Survivors Union uses these machines to test drug residue and 
shares the information, as well as education on the substances found, with patients who provide samples.59 
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Support state or regional lab-based testing of drug samples and 
provide results to individuals and trends to the public
Lab-based machines are able to identify almost any substance, including new ones, even in very low 
concentrations.60 The gold standard of laboratory testing is gas or liquid chromatography-mass spectrometry 
machines, which are often used to confirm or reject initial test results via more sensitive and specific methods—a 
process known as confirmatory testing.61 The University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, for example, has set up a 
confirmatory testing program for community organizations and health departments.62 Like portable drug testing 
machines, lab-based machines come with significant training requirements and cost.63 And although lab-based 
machines can identify more substances than portable machines, the former require additional time for sample 
preparation and analysis.64 In community-based settings that provide access to lab-based testing, it can take 
two to three weeks after the lab receives the drug sample for someone to receive their results.65 These sites can 
provide results more quickly by having test strips or Fourier-transform infrared spectroscopy on-site, and the 
results from the lab-based testing can provide more detailed information to the individual and the public later.66

State agencies can set up statewide community drug checking programs to inform individuals on the contents 
of drug samples and keep the public updated on trends in the drug supply through alerts and bulletins.67 For 
instance, the Massachusetts Drug Supply Data Stream (MADDS)—funded by federal grants to the state health 
department—uses fentanyl test strips, portable testing machines, and lab-based machines to test drugs, drug 
residue, drug packaging, and drug paraphernalia.68 StreetCheck, a program supported by MADDS, allows people 
to submit samples to a participating organization for drug checking through MADDS at no cost.69 For each 
submitted sample, MADDS creates and provides an identification code to people submitting samples so they can 
check results.70 People also have the option of providing their email or phone number to receive results, or they 
can receive their results through their testing site if they don’t want to share their personal information.71

Conclusion
Drug checking equipment can provide vital information on the makeup of drugs and help people make important 
decisions that could help reduce their risk of overdose. New technologies for drug checking continue to be 
developed and research on their utility in providing individuals and communities with vital information continues 
to grow, so it’s imperative that state policymakers support access to these important tools. By removing legal and 
policy barriers to drug checking equipment and increasing their availability, policymakers can arm people with 
lifesaving information and help reduce overdose deaths. 
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