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NITAZENES: ALERT FOR EMS PROFESSIONALS

Nitazenes, a group of highly potent synthetic opioids, have been found as contaminants in the
illicit drug supply.’? They have been linked to overdose deaths in several states.?3 Detection of
nitazenes is challenging, as routine testing is not performed. This memo serves as an alert for
EMS professionals who may encounter patients that have ingested nitazenes.

Because nitazenes are opioids, they are reversible with naloxone. As with other novel potent
opioids, nitazenes are thought to be considerably more powerful than fentanyl and may require
significantly higher doses of naloxone to reverse. Notably, nitazenes should not be confused
with xylazine,* a non-opioid sedative, increasingly found in the illicit drug supply. However,
because xylazine is often combined with opioids such as fentanyl, naloxone should be given if a
xylazine-involved overdose is suspected.

Naloxone should be administered to any patient who presents with the classic opioid overdose
triad: altered level of consciousness, pinpoint pupils, and decreased respirations. Monitoring of
respiratory status to detect hypoventilation, including use of end-tidal CO., is critical when
managing patients with suspected drug overdose. In addition to assisting ventilations as
needed, consider administration of repeat naloxone doses if there is concern for nitazenes or
other potent opioid ingestion.

Thank you for continuing to provide outstanding care to our patients.

Respectfully,

Kristi L. Koenig, MD, FACEP, FIFEM, FAEMS, Medical Director

San Diego County Emergency Medical Services Office
San Diego County Fire

CC: Eric McDonald, MD, MPH, FACEP, Interim Agency Director and Chief Medical Officer
Wilma Wooten, MD, MPH, Public Health Officer
Seema Shah, MD, MPH, Medical Director, Epidemiology & Immunization Services
Nicole Esposito, MD, Chief Population Health Officer
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