
What do we know about 

illicit drugs in Northern 

BC today?

Joanna Paterson RN(c) BSN, MSc

Prepared for PAN’s Regional Education for the North
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I respectfully acknowledge 

that I am an uninvited 

guest on the traditional, 

unceded and stolen lands 

of the Lheidli T'enneh, 

colonially known today as 

Prince George, BC.
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Acknowledgment

I respectfully acknowledge 

all of the lives lost and the 

families impacted by the 

ongoing overdose pandemic 

and toxic drug crisis. 

(Marino, 2021)
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 Content warning: This 
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of substance use, as well as 

images of harm reduction 

supplies and substance use.

(Google Maps, 2022)



Overview

 Where are we and how did we get here?

 Drug checking

 2 trends of concern

 Fentanyl & analogues

 Benzodiazepines & analogues

 What does it all mean for people who use drugs? 

 Discussion about what’s next



Where are we and 

how did we get here?



Current state in BC

 In 2021, there were 2,224 suspected illicit drug toxicity deaths

 This is the most ever recorded in a year

 This represents a 26% increase over the number of deaths seen in 2020 
(1,767)

 For BC overall, the rate of suspected illicit drug toxicity deaths was 43 per 
100,000 individuals

 The Northern Health region had the second highest rate of illicit drug 
toxicity deaths (48 deaths per 100,000 individuals) – second only to 
Vancouver Coastal Health (49 deaths per 100,000 individuals).

 By Health Service Delivery Area (HSDA), in 2021, the highest rates were in 
Vancouver, Thompson Cariboo, Northwest, Northern Interior, and Fraser 
East.

(BC Coroners Service, 2022)
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(Turpel-Lafond, 2020)



Regional Toxic Drug Poisoning Events and Deaths 
(January 2021- May 2021)

Fraser Interior VCH VIHA NH BC

Number of paramedic-

attended drug poisoning 

events

211 156 385 247 195 1194

Number of deaths 19 14 47 20 19 119

Proportion of the population 

that is First Nations
1.4% 4.1% 2.1% 4.2% 14.8% 3.3%

Proportion of all events that 

were First Nations
9.6% 15.5% 20.5% 22.7% 54.2% 18.3%

Proportion of all deaths that 

were First Nations
6.5% 10.8% 20.2% 14.4% 32.8% 14.0%

(FNHA, 2021)



Drug Checking



Drug Checking as a Tool for Harm Reduction

(Adam Straughn for MyKootenayNow, 2018; FilterMag, 2020)



History of Drug Checking as a Tool for HR

 1992: drug checking in the Netherlands

 2003: ANKORS offers drug checking at Shambhala music festival

 2012: Harm Reduction Client Surveys via BCCDC

 Individuals aged 19+ who access services at participating harm reduction 

supply distribution sites

 2015: BCCDC started incorporating point-of-care fentanyl testing to 

compare what individuals reported using and what was ‘actually’ in 

their drugs

 Nearly 29% of participants’ urine samples tested positive for fentanyl, 73% of 

which did not report using fentanyl within the previous 3 days 

 2016: fentanyl testing introduced at InSite in Vancouver

 80% fentanyl positivity rate in 2016-2017
(Amlani et al., 2015b; Kerr & Tupper, 2017)



DrugCheckingBC.ca

 DrugSense Dashboard

 Data available for past 3 years

 Monthly reports from BCCSU that summarize drug checking results collected 

by partners around the province. 



Drug Checking: FTIR

(University of Victoria, 2019)
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Drug Checking: Point-of-Care

 Fentanyl: Policy developed for Northern 

Health sites in August 2019

 Amended in Sept 2021 to include option of 

providing supplies for at-home checking

 Benzodiazepines: not currently available in 

NH due to concerns about validity (i.e., 

high numbers of false negatives)

(MyPowellRiverNow, 2020)



Drug Checking: Mailing in samples

 GetYourDrugsTested.com

 Founded in 2019

 Free & anonymous 

 By mail or in-person (East Van)

 BCCDC Non-Typical Overdose pilot

 Pilot running in 6 smaller, rural and remote 
communities 

 Relies on BCCDC drug analysis

 Bring drug sample (or cooker, pipe with 
residue)

 Offered at POUNDS/Two Doors Down in Prince 
George
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Fentanyl Point-of-Care testing (F-POCT)

Prince George OPS – Jan & Feb 2022

Number of days 46

Number of visits 358 (avg. 8 visits per day)

Number of times testing was 

offered 
269 (75%)

Number of tests completed
27 (1 in 10 people agreed to test 

their drugs)

Positivity Rate 52%



Fentanyl Point-of-Care testing (F-POCT)

Prince George OPS – Jan & Feb 2022

358 visits

269 offers of 
testing (75%)

27 people wanted 
sample tested (10%)

14 positive 
results (52%)

242 people 
declined testing

89 missed 
opportunities



Fentanyl Point-of-Care testing (F-POCT)

Prince George OPS – Jan & Feb 2022 (cont’d)

Of the 27 samples that were tested for fentanyl:

 21 samples were expected to contain fentanyl 

(individuals believed they were fentanyl or other 

opioid containing fentanyl - heroin, morphine, 

“down” or combination thereof)

 Of these, only 13 samples tested positive for 

fentanyl

 6 samples were NOT expected to contain 

fentanyl (individuals believed they were speed, 

cocaine, methamphetamines or prescribed 

substances)

 Of these, 1 sample tested positive for fentanyl

→unpredictable 

illicit drug supply



Drug Checking Results

(BCCSU, 2022)(BCCSU, 2022)



Trends of Concern



Trends of Concern

 (1) Fentanyl – increasing concentration, increasing potency

 (2) Benzodiazepines and analogues

 From July 2020 to October 2021, 44% of samples were positive for at least 1 

benzodiazepine. 

 Benzodiazepine-positive samples increased from 15% in July 2020 to 53% in October 

2021. 

 Etizolam was detected in 41% of samples between July 2020 and October 2021. 

 Data from drug checking services in Island Health show that 78% of expected opioid 

samples from 

 From May to November 2021, 78% of expected opioid samples contained 

benzodiazepines or etizolam, according to drug checking services in Island Health

(BCCSU, 2022)





Local data? 

 Data for the northern BC 
region limited to POCT and a 
small number of mailed 
samples

 Reports of increasing fentanyl 
& benzodiazepine 
concentrations in street supply

Is northern BC seeing 
the same patterns as 
elsewhere in the 
province? 



Urine Drug Screens as proxy data?

 Data from Jan 2019 to December 2021 (3 years)

 Individuals seen for low-barrier OAT and safer alternative prescribing at 
APP/Needle Exchange in Prince George

 Not a representative sample!

 Data available were collected for clinical application (not research purposes)

 Urine drug testing at regular intervals is the standard of care in the provision 
of OAT

 POCT/screening vs. confirmatory testing

 Trends:

 Decrease in heroin

 Increase in fentanyl (and analogues)

 Increase in benzodiazepines (and analogues)



 Fentanyl analogues and 
metabolites

fentanyl
norfentanyl
acetylnorfentanyl
norcarfentanil
acetylfentanyl
acetylmorphine
acetylcodeine
carfentanil
furanylfentanyl
acrylfentanyl
methoxyacetylfentanyl
methylfentanyl
6-mam  (Nov 2020)
morphine
codeine 
tramadol
desmethyl-u47700
di-desmethyl-u47700

 Benzodiazepine analogues and 
metabolites

temazepam
clonazepam
diazepam
oxazepam
lorazepam
alprazolam

etizolam



What does it mean for 

people who use drugs in 

northern BC?



(BCCDC, 2021a)

Opioid overdose presentation 
looks different

 Prolonged sedation

 Respiratory depression is augmented 

 May be more difficult to reverse

 Naloxone will reverse opioid effects, 
but patients’ level of consciousness 
may remain depressed.

 Overdose may be prolonged due to 
long half-life of etizolam (~7-15 
hours); especially in patients with 
liver disease (liver metabolism).

 SUPPORTIVE CARE is paramount! 
Support patients’ ventilation/ 
oxygenation, monitor (O2 saturation, 
end-tidal CO2 where available), treat 
symptoms.

(Moe, 2021)



(BCCDC, 2021a)

Opioid overdose presentation 
looks different

 Prolonged sedation
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 May be more difficult to reverse

 Naloxone will reverse opioid effects, 
but patients’ level of consciousness 
may remain depressed.

 Overdose may be prolonged due to 
long half-life of etizolam (~7-15 
hours); especially in patients with 
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end-tidal CO2 where available), treat 
symptoms.

(Moe, 2021)

(BCCDC, 2020)



If you've been using opioids, it's likely you've been using benzodiazepines (benzos) 

and benzo-like drugs (e.g., etizolam). These substances have been showing up in 

the illicit drug supply, especially mixed with opioids and it's hard to know if 

benzos are in your drugs. When benzos are stopped suddenly you can experience 

withdrawal symptoms. Here is some information about withdrawal from benzos 

and benzo-like substances that can be serious and may need medical attention. 

(BCCDC, 2021b)

(BCCDC, 2021b)



What’s next?

Joanna.Paterson@northernhealth.ca
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