
6/18/2019

1

OPIOIDS AS EVIDENCE:
Courtroom Best Practices
NORTH CAROLINA DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE

But first, what is an ombudsman?
• “Government official appointed to investigate citizens’ complaints against 

government officials, large public and private corporations, and/or print and 
broadcast media. While, in general, ombudsmen have wide investigative 
powers, they have only a few punitive powers.” – BusinessDictionary.com

• N.C. Gen. Stat. § 114-62
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N.C. Gen. Stat. § 114-62

Heroin, Fentanyl, & Opioids: Oh My
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Heroin, Fentanyl, & Opioids: Oh My
• Opioids are drugs that act upon the opioid receptors on nerve cells in our 

bodies. As a medicine, they were developed for relieving intense pain. They 
have been used recreationally for longer than they have been used as a 
medicine. Either use is susceptible to dependence; misuse can lead to 
addiction, overdose, and death. 

Prescription Street Drugs Synthetic Drugs (can be 
Illicit or Prescription)

• Hydrocodone (Vicodin)
• Oxycodone (Oxycontin, 

Percocet)
• Oxymorphone (Opana)
• Morphine (Kadian, 

Avinza)
• Tylenol with Codeine

• Heroin • Fentanyl
• Carfentanyl
• Countless versions of 

the above from 
overseas

Chemical Makeup
• C22H28N2O

• Fentanyl is a synthetic, 
lipophilic phenylpiperidine opioid 
agonist with analgesic and 
anesthetic properties.

• Fentanyl selectively binds to the 
mu-receptor in the central 
nervous system (CNS) thereby 
mimicking the effects of 
endogenous opiates.
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Drugs in the Field

Drugs in the Field
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Opioids in the Media

Really? Inhaling microscopic 
amounts? 
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Opioids in the Media

Opioids in the Media
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Federal Guidance

Federal Guidance
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Federal Guidance

Federal Guidance - Better
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More from the CDC

More from the CDC
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Initial Court Responses

Oops.
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Facts

Symptoms of                Symptoms of
Anxiety or Panic    Fentanyl Overdose
• Dizziness

• Rapid heartbeat

• Sweating

• Fainting

• Dizziness

• Profoundly slow heartbeat

• Respiratory distress, depression or 
arrest

• Pinpoint pupils

• Confusion

• Loss of Consciousness

• Extreme sleepiness

• Nausea or vomiting

• Limp Body
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Good news.
• “Opioid toxicity (overdose) from transdermal and airborne exposure to Ilicitly

Manufactured Fentanyl (IMF) is a near scientific impossibility.”  Source.

• Courtroom actors have less exposure than first responders do to illicitly 
manufactured fentanyl.

• First responders do not need to treat a suspected fentanyl or carfentanil incident the 
same way they would a clandestine methamphetamine laboratory. Instead, 
universal precautions are adequate.

• Likewise, universal precautions are adequate for courtroom actors.

Good news.
• “The fentanyl (and carfentanil) in the illicit drug supply comes in powder or 

solid (pill) form.

• It must have direct contact with the mucous membranes or the 
bloodstream via snorting (inhalation), smoking, or injection.

• Illicit fentanyl passes through the bare hands of many persons on its way from 
creation to use, and there is no adverse reaction until the drug is ingested as 
listed above.
• And even then, overdose is not inevitable. People use them routinely, albeit with risks.
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When this evidence gets to the 
State Crime Lab

When this evidence leaves the 
State Crime Lab
• It will be packaged back as it was received

• EXCEPT THAT anything identified as Fentanyl or a Fentanyl analog will 
be DOUBLE BAGGED as well as sealed

• It will have a WARNING label
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Suggested Best Practices
• Educate courthouse personnel on how fentanyl 

exposure works.

•Absent direct contact with mucous membranes or 
blood, folks are OK.

• Explain that safety precautions are taken by the State 
Crime Lab.

Suggested Best Practices
• Exercise your discretion to limit the minimal existing risks:
• Ensure you have gloves available and that they are used for anyone who 

touches the evidence (any evidence – you just don’t ever know)

• Do not allow witnesses to open the seals and remove the substance at issue 
from the packaging

• Do not allow jurors to pass this evidence around or to examine it 

• Should someone have skin contact with a substance identified as 
fentanyl or a fentanyl analog, they should promptly wash their hands.
• DO NOT USE HAND SANITIZER.
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Questions?
• Please feel free to call or email anytime. 

Sarah Jessica Farber

State Crime Lab Ombudsman

• 919-716-0129 (office)

• sfarber@ncdoj.gov


