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Fentanyl Test Strips (FTS) Fourier-Transform 
Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR)

Gas Chromatography-Mass 
Spectrometry (GCMS)

What does it tell us? Presence/absence of fentanyl Presence of thousands of different 
substances, including fentanyl

Chemical formulation confirmation 
of opioids, byproducts, and fillers

Benefits
Inexpensive, easy to use, quick 
turnaround for testing

Comprehensive range of 
substances, quick turnaround for 
testing

Extremely wide range of substance 
detection, much more sensitive 
analysis.

Limitations

Testing is limited to fentanyl 
detection, false positives

Reliability of results, FTIR machine 
is expensive but has little to no 
ongoing costs once purchased, 
requires training of the operator

Expensive, not as timely

What does it look like?

Heroin HCL

Source: UNC Mass Spec Lab
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Principles 
and
Practice



What are the benefits of drug checking?

Drug checking tools expand our knowledge to reveal what is 
actually in street drugs. 

Studies have shown that drug checking encourages 
safer drug use practices.1,2

People can adjust drug use behaviors, make informed 
decisions about their health, and implement other

harm reduction practices.

1. Peiper N, et al. Fentanyl test strips as an opioid overdose prevention strategy: findings from a syringe services program in the Southeastern United States. Int J Drug Policy. 2019;63:122-128.
2. Measham F. City checking: Piloting the UK’s first community-based drug safety testing (drug checking) service in 2 city centres. Br J Clin Pharmacol. 2020;86(3):420-428.



Public Health Drug Checking

At the individual level, drug checking is a service.

At the community level, drug checking helps to
monitor the drug supply.

The approach is centered in public health and harm reduction.



Drug checking in practice

• Emphasizing and promoting individual 
autonomy and anonymity

• Leading through lived experience of drug use 
and science

• Aligning the science with community needs
• Incorporating new technologies and 

repurposing existing ones



14

Drug 
Checking
by Mail



Drive-thru
Self-administered
COVID Test Kit

UNC
Drug

Checking
Kit









What even is “heroin” anymore?
Fake blue Roxi 30 
Myrtle Beach, SC
September 8, 2021

• Fentanyl
• 4-ANPP
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Heroin 
Raleigh, NC
October 11, 2021

• Xylazine
• Heroin
• Fentanyl
• Caffeine
• 4-ANPP
• Lidocaine
• Quinine
• Flurofentanyl
• 6-MAM
• Acetaminophen

Heroin
High Point, NC
September 11, 2021

• Heroin
• 6-MAM
• Fentanyl
• 4-ANPP
• Dimtheylsulfone
• Tramadol
• Cocaine

Heroin
High Point, NC
September 17, 2021

• Fentanyl
• 4-ANPP
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https://drugcheckingbc.ca/dashboard/

https://drugchecking.cdpe.org
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