
Emerging Substance Alert in Marion County  

 

We are writing to inform you of an emerging drug, medetomidine, detected through our syringe surveillance 
program. It was detected at multiple SSP sites across Marion County. Medetomidine is a surgical anesthetic 
approved for veterinary use. It is in the same class as other suppressant drugs, such as xylazine. Currently, 
all syringes in Marion County that contained medetomidine also contain fentanyl or a fentanyl analog.  

Background:  

The Center for Forensic Science Research & Education (CFSRE) published a public health alert in May 2024 
indicating the spread of Medetomidine in the national recreational opioid drug supply. As seen below, this 
substance first appeared in late 2022 in Maryland, and as of May 2024, has reached Chicago, IL.   

Medetomidine is similar to xylazine but is considered stronger and has a longer duration. Currently, there 
are no test strips available to identify the presence of medetomidine in substances.  

Table 1: Timeline of Medetomidine (Source: CFSRE)  

Health Impacts:  

Like xylazine, Medetomidine can suppress one’s central nervous system. Common side effects include the 
following: Sedation and muscle relaxation, low blood pressure, difficulty breathing, bradycardia, and 
hallucinations.   

Recommendations:  

• Give Naloxone. Medetomidine is often found in combination with opioids. It is important to keep 
naloxone in hand and administer even if you believe the overdose is associated with medetomidine.   

• Rescue Breaths. Perform rescue breathing, preferably using a mouth shield.  
• Utilize the rescue position. Lay the person on their side, bend their knee, and turn their face to the 

side to open airway and prevent choking. More information can be found here: 
https://harmreduction.org/issues/overdose-prevention/overview/overdose-basics/responding-to-
opioid-overdose/  

• Manage body temperature. Use cooling towels or wet paper towels to cool body temperature.  



• Encourage hydration. Medetomidine is known to increase urination and can 
increase risk of dehydration.  

• Inform us if you notice any unusual overdose cases or other information that should be shared with 
partners.   
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