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Overview

Fentanyl and the opioid overdose epidemic in the U.S.

What are fentanyl test strips (FTS), and how do they work?

What we know about FTS and drug use behavior from research so far.

Implementing FTS in community programming.
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National Drug-Involved Overdose Deaths 1999-2019

Figure source: CDC, National Center for Health Statistics
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Fentanyl Reports to NFLIS-Drug 2014–2019

Figure source: DEA, 2020 National Drug Threat Assessment
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Fentanyl Combination Reports to NFLIS-Drug 
2014–2019

Figure source: DEA, 2020 National Drug Threat Assessment
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Illicit fentanyl has led to 
unpredictability in drug supplies
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Quotes about dangerousness of uncertainty created by 
illicit fentanyl

“It [heroin] is very 
inconsistent; like you 
buy something from 

someone one day 
and the next [day] 
it’s changed: it can 

be stronger; it can be 
weaker…but never 
the same.” (man in 

his 20’s in NC)

“We noticed that fentanyl 
was slowly being 

introduced . . . we just 
kept hearing that people 
were dying from it and 

that it was scary.” (woman 
in her 40’s in NC)

“Dope in general is killing 
people, but the fentanyl is 
something different. It’s a 

different animal completely 
and it really is killing people 

. . . one little mistake and 
you’re f**kin’ dead.” (man 

in his 30’s in MA/NH)

Quotes from Ciccarone and colleagues (2017), Duhart Clarke and colleagues (in press), Reed and colleagues (2021), and Weicker and colleagues (2020)

“Right now, it's like 
I'm nervous because 
fentanyl is not real 
heroin. You know 

what I mean? It's not 
dope. This s**t is 

killing people.” (man 
in his 20’s in MD)

“When I went to my probation officer -
this was like the last time before I 

turned myself in—it popped up that I 
had fentanyl, cocaine, and 

amphetamines. That’s the crystal, right? 
And mind you I didn’t do no crystal, and 
I didn’t do no dope.”(man in his 20’s in 

PA)
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People involved in the criminal 
justice system, particularly those 
who were recently incarcerated, 
have an increased risk of overdose
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Annual Opioid Overdose Death Rates among North 
Carolina Residents and Former North Carolina Inmates 
2000–2015

Figure source: Ranapurwala and colleagues, 2018
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Why FTS? 

Fentanyl is driving the overdose epidemic

Many people who die from fentanyl-involved overdose are unaware of 
the presence of fentanyl in their drugs

People involved in the justice system are at increased risk of overdose, 
in part because of sudden and unpredictable increases in the potency 
of illicit drugs adulterated/contaminated with fentanyl
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BTNX, Inc. FTS

BTNX, Inc. Rapid Response Fentanyl Test. 

• Detect presence or 
absence of fentanyl 
but not concentration 
levels
• Report at Johns 

Hopkins found high 
sensitivity and 
specificity compared 
to spectroscopy
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How to use FTS
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How to use FTS
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What do we know about FTS and 
how they influence drug use 
behavior?
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“Despite the limitations of the binary reporting and the desire for exhaustive drug 
checking, most respondents believed FTS had utility. A few older respondents 

planned to use FTS to avoid using fentanyl completely. Jim (age 55, Black) said he 
would resell or discard his drugs if they tested positive. Walter (age 46, Black) and 

Evelyn (age 49, Black) claimed they would avoid certain dealers or areas if their drugs 
tested positive for fentanyl. However, most respondents stated that they would use 
the drugs regardless of the FTS result, but they would use the information to inform 

their harm reduction practices.”
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“Love it. Those strips are 
fantastic. . . . I’ll bet you a dollar 

to a donut, you get the strips, 
you can measure out the 

fentanyl, that drug dealer will 
be out of business. People will 
think "Dude’s s**t is garbage." 
That will save lives. Bad enough 

I’m getting high, now you are 
going to try and kill me with this 

fentanyl? People, we talk.”

“I don’t want to do no 
fentanyl, I don’t want to 
touch it, I don’t want to 
smoke it, I don’t want to 
shoot it or anything like 

that. It’s something I 
would want to know if it 
is in my drugs because I 

don’t want to use it.”

“I wouldn’t want that 
dependency. I don’t want 

to wake up in the 
morning and f**king 
need that. I for sure 

[would use test strips to 
test for fentanyl]”



19

Implementing FTS in Community 
Programming
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Purchasing FTS

• $1 per strip from BTNX
• North American Syringe Exchange Network (NASEN)

• 80 cents per strip

• Include instructions for use
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Partnering with Local Organizations

• Many harm reduction agencies are already distributing FTS

• Local organizations have already established trust with people who use 
drugs
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Law Enforcement Buy-In

• Start with myth-busting and 
educating
• Many LEO believe dermal exposure to 

fentanyl can be fatal – this is not true

“…Fentanyl and its analogs are potent opioid receptor agonists, 
receptor agonists, but the risk of clinically significant exposure to 
emergency responders is extremely low…Incidental dermal 
absorption is unlikely to cause opioid toxicity. For routine handling 
of drug, nitrile gloves provide sufficient dermal protection...” –
American College of Medical Toxicology and American Academy of 
Clinical Toxicology Joint Position Statement, 2017
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Examples of Law Enforcement Agencies Already 
Distributing FTS
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https://cossapresources.org/Program/TTA




