
EMS NEWS IN FOCUS
with Arthur Hsieh

5 EMS safety tips to prevent 
carfentanil exposure
Unintended or casual exposure to carfentanil, a synthetic opioid 
10,000 times more potent than morphine, can be life-
threatening 

Nov 22, 2016

    

Old timers may remember the heroin epidemic of the mid 1980s, the crack epidemic of the early 1990s and the rise of meth labs around 2000. More recently, synthetic drugs such as MDMA, bath salts and spice have received media coverage as ways for humans to drive themselves crazy.
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A vial of carfentanil. (Photo/NPR)

But the current opioid crisis has really gotten everyone's attention. The depth and breadth of patients impacted by narcotic overdoses has been incredible. According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 78 Americans die each day from opioid-related overdoses. The effect is widespread, with the greatest numbers of deaths occurring in diverse states such as Massachusetts, Pennsylvania, Oklahoma and Colorado.
The supply of opioids on the black market has never been more plentiful. More than 650,000 opioid prescriptions are dispensed daily. Small "stamp bags" of heroin can cost as little as $10. Access to opioids is easy and recovery is difficult, because narcotic addiction has physiologic and psychological roots.

What is especially dangerous now to both users and first responders is the use of fillers that drug makers cut into or batch with heroin to increase sales. Everything from corn starch to rat poison has been used. Yet EMS and other public safety providers stand the risk of becoming ill when contacting substances such as carfentanil, which can be absorbed readily through air and skin contact. Carfentanil, which is intended for large animal sedation, is 10,000 times more potent than morphine and 100 times stronger than fentanyl, one microgram of carfentanil is enough to cause significant effects on humans and one milligram is enough to be lethal.
In September 2016, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency issued a critical statement to the public and law enforcement personnel warning of potentially disastrous effects after casual or unintended contact with carfentanil. There have been instances where police officers, firefighters and EMS personnel

RELATED ARTICLES
Man ODs on carfentanil, gets 5 doses of naloxone 
Deadly opioid carfentanil overwhelms Ohio first responders 
'Sinister' elephant tranquilizer making rounds in Ohio, Pa. 
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Our co-hosts are joined by Art Hsieh to discuss an article on carfentanil exposure

have been affected while operating at a scene where the drug was present.

Remember and follow these tips when operating on a scene where carfentanil, fentanyl and other such substances may be present:

This may be obvious while on the scene of an overdose patient; in other situations, not so much. Unusual odors like vinegar may be present. Interior doors with padlocks and other security measures may be a sign of clandestine activity.

If more than one person is experiencing signs and symptoms of an opioid overdose, it might be intentional. Or it might be an inadvertent exposure. Similar to a carbon monoxide situation, evacuate everyone out of a scene immediately. If powder is present on clothing, you may need a hazmat specialist to decontaminate the patient in order to avoid aerosolizing the product. NIOSH categorizes fentanyl as an incapacitating agent and describes the necessary PPE to prevent exposure.  

That means not disturbing or touching anything other than the patient. Do not stay within the scene any longer than you have to. Prevent others from entering the scene unless absolutely necessary.

Carfentanil and fentanyl require large doses of naloxone as a reversal agent. There may not be enough naloxone on scene to administer to more than one patient, necessitating a multi-unit response or transport to an emergency department.

RELATED RESOURCES
CDC guidance on preventing occupational fentanyl exposure
RCMP fentanyl safety for first responders 

RELATED FEATURE
Inside EMS Podcast: Why EMS should treat opioid exposure as a hazmat scene

RELATED CONTENT SPONSORED BY

CARFENTANIL SAFETY TIPS FOR EMS

1. BE AWARE OF YOUR SURROUNDINGS

2. THINK HAZMAT

3. ACT AS IF YOU WERE OPERATING WITHIN A CRIME SCENE

4. IF YOU OR ANOTHER RESPONDER BEGINS TO FEEL ILL, STOP AND SEEK CARE IMMEDIATELY
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Knowing the potential lethality of these powerful drugs will help keep you safe form their effects the next time you're at work.
About the author
Art Hsieh, MA, NRP teaches in Northern California at the Public Safety Training Center, Santa Rosa Junior College in the Emergency Care Program. An EMS provider since 1982, Art has served as a line medic, supervisor and chief officer in the private, third service and fire-based EMS. He has directed both primary and EMS continuing education programs. Art is a textbook writer, author of "EMT Exam for Dummies," has presented at conferences nationwide and continues to provide direct patient care regularly. Art is a member of the EMS1 Editorial Advisory Board. Contact Art at Art.Hsieh@ems1.com and connect with him on Facebook or Twitter.
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How to Buy Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
Helmets 101
A Safety Revolution
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Ambu’s pediatric laryngeal tube innovation is a game-changer for prehospital providers
6 important PPE items paramedics should be wearing, but aren't  (5)

EMS uniforms: Does color matter?  (3)
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