
 

1 
 

 

What do we know about contamination of the illegal drug supply in BC?  

 

The crisis of deaths in BC related to high-potency  opioids (like fentanyl)  makes it more important than 

ever to create  systems to monitor the content of illegal drugs in this province, with the goal of using the 

information to save lives. Work is underway to coordinate and optimize this surveillance.  

 

Data that can help piece this together comes from several sources:  

 

1. Voluntary drug checking– voluntary testing of illegal drugs purchased for personal use (i.e.  Drug 

checking at Insite and Powell St. Getaway; drug checking at summer festivals). This allows people to test 

samples of their drugs to tell if the drugs they are using contain contaminants . This is a local 

intervention to allow people who use substances to make informed decisions.   

 

2. Enforcement drug testing– Illegal drugs seized or purchased online are sent to federal Drug Analysis 

Services laboratories for toxicology testing. Each province submits their samples and the data are 

collated by the Drug Analysis Services. May not reflect currently circulating supplies, markets, or street 

trends.  

 

3. Toxicology testing – in death investigations where illegal drug overdose is suspected, toxicology 

testing is performed to understand drugs contributing to death or present at the time of death. Does not 

distinguish between polysubstance use, which is very common, versus contamination of one substance 

by another.  

 

4. Physician-ordered urine drug screening – Some people are referred by their doctors for urine 

screening for various substances. The proportion of tests that are positive for a particular substance can 

help us understand if this drug is on the rise in population.  

 

5. Other studies and projects where people who use drugs are asked to participate and give samples  
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1. Voluntary drug checking 

 

 Fentanyl checking expanding to more VCH sites: http://vchnews.ca/news/2017/08/30/fentanyl-

checking-expanding-vch-sites/#.WhyUCo9SyUk  

 

 Summer Festival drug checking:  

o http://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/the-current-for-july-4-2017-1.4188719/could-

drug-testing-at-music-festivals-save-lives-1.4188731  

o https://globalnews.ca/news/3655445/b-c-health-officials-suggest-safe-drug-use-at-

music-festivals/  

o https://www.straight.com/news/715506/survey-sheds-light-safety-issues-around-drug-

use-and-music-festivals-bc 

 

 

 

2. Enforcement drug testing/Drug Analysis Services 

 

 In BC (January to June 2017), among all opioid samples submitted, 45% contained fentanyl 

 

 In all heroin samples analyzed in BC, 85% also contained fentanyl or analogue(s) 
 

o Across Canada it was 60% 
 

 In all cocaine samples in BC, ~6% were found to co-occur with fentanyl, across Canada it is ~2%  
 

o Experts assess fentanyl risks for recreational drug use in BC: 
https://www.straight.com/news/998466/experts-assess-fentanyl-risks-recreational-
drug-users-bc  

 

 

 

 

 

http://vchnews.ca/news/2017/08/30/fentanyl-checking-expanding-vch-sites/#.WhyUCo9SyUk
http://vchnews.ca/news/2017/08/30/fentanyl-checking-expanding-vch-sites/#.WhyUCo9SyUk
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3. Toxicology testing of decedent samples 

 Most commonly, multiple substances are detected 

 Currently, fentanyl is detected in more than 80% of deaths due to illegal drug overdose  

 Drugs commonly detected at the time of death include fentanyl, cocaine, heroin; 

methamphetamine/amphetamine and alcohol. This reflects all detectable substances in a 

person’s body at the time of death and cannot speak to the level of contamination of specific 

drugs or risk of particular substances alone 

 https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-

investigation/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf  

 https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-

investigation/statistical/fentanyl-detected-overdose.pdf  

 

4. Physician-ordered urine drug screening  

Data Source: BC LifeLabs, Burnaby, BC 

 

 The ability to test for different drugs became available at different times 

 Since testing started in January 2017, there has been a rise and a fall of carfentanil detected with 

another increase seen late summer, early fall to 9% of samples.  

 Furanylfentanyl and U-4700 have both been relatively stable since first detection and are currently 

found in approximately 1 and 5% of samples, respectively 

 

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-investigation/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-investigation/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-investigation/statistical/fentanyl-detected-overdose.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/public-safety-and-emergency-services/death-investigation/statistical/fentanyl-detected-overdose.pdf
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5. Other studies  

 

 A number of BC groups conduct research and program with people who use drugs. This involves 

asking people what they are taking and what harms they are experiencing combined with drug 

or urine testing 

o http://www.bccdc.ca/health-professionals/clinical-resources/harm-reduction  

o https://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/projects/aod-monitoring/index.php  

o http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/crystal-meth-increase-seven-fold-

1.4404492  

 

 

Take Away Messages:  
 

 Work is underway in BC to improve surveillance of illegal drug content and assess risks 

 No single data source provides the complete picture needed 

 Drug testing is most useful at the local level as the illegal drug supply is not uniform and can 

change rapidly across BC  

 We need to understand both:  

o  the risk of contamination  of different types of illegal drugs and 

o  how mixing different types of substances can increase OD 

 Heroin is most likely to contain fentanyl, cocaine is less likely to contain fentanyl 

 While dedicated stimulant users have a lower risk of fentanyl exposure, it is not zero and a 

naloxone kit should be carried. See TowardTheHeart.com for more information. 

 At this time, across several data sources, there are zero confirmed cases of fentanyl 

contamination of cannabis in BC 
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