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What is Community Drug Checking? 

Drug checking:

•allows people to identify contents within a substance and make informed decisions

•is paired with other person-centered health services, including:
• Syringe services programs, wound care, HIV & Hep C Testing and Treatment, 

medications for opioid use disorder (MOUD, and overdose prevention sites

•allows the community to identify new emerging drug threats,                                                         
such as contaminants like xylazine



How do we check drugs?

Test Strips
• Single drug: fentanyl, benzodiazepines (ex. Xanax, bromazolam), 

xylazine, medetomidine
• YES/NO
• Highly sensitive
• False positives with some substances 



How: Spectrometers (fancy science 
machines)
FTIR (fourier-transform infrared)
• Shoots a beam of infrared light through the sample and gives a reading 

to compare with vast libraries of substances 
• Can be set up anywhere 
• Training is extensive but no background in chemistry required
• Detection limit – about 5%

GC-MS (gas chromatography mass spectrometry)
• Lab based testing – scientist required 
• Can detect trace amounts 

LC-MS testing 
coming soon!



Typical Drug Checking Encounter

Customer is connected to 
the Technician. They discuss 
the type of substance, 
experience using it,  and 
what technology they are 
interested in.

FTIR testing is a point-of-
care technology that takes 
about 5-10 minutes for 
results.

Test Strips are a 
point-of-care 
technology that may 
also be distributed 
for individual use. 

Samples are mailed to lab at 
UNC for GCMS testing. 
Results available online or in 
person in 1-4 weeks. 

Technician explains 
results, answers 
questions, and offers 
harm reduction 
advice. 



Community Drug Checking in King County

• PHSKC 
purchas
ed 2 
FTIRs 

• 2 CBO 
SSPs 
agree to 
partner 

2021

• FTIR 
techs in 
training 

• Begin 
sending 
samples 
to UNC 
for 
GCMS 
testing

2022

• ADAI 
expands 
drug 
checking 
in WA

• Public 
Health 
SSP 
starts 
drug 
checking

2023
Mobile 

Drug 
Checking 

project 
launched 

2024
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Legal Landscape 

• 2021: drug checking is illegal based on state paraphernalia law
• 2023: law changed to allow drug checking equipment and offered 

legal protections for staff providing the service







Current 
Legal 
Challenges

No legal protections for 
drug checking participants 

SODA (Stay Out of Drug 
Area) Zones

Prohibition leads to more 
toxic drugs



Mobile 
Services Meet 
People Where 
They Are


