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DATE: 1/17/2017 

TO: Health Alert Network 
 FROM: Karen M. Murphy, PhD, RN, Secretary of Health 
 

SUBJECT: Extreme Danger Posed by Carfentanil 

DISTRIBUTION: Statewide 

LOCATION: Statewide 

STREET ADDRESS: Statewide 

COUNTY: Statewide 

MUNICIPALITY: Statewide 

ZIP CODE: Statewide 

 
This transmission is a “Health Advisory” that provides important information for a specific 

incident or situation; may not require immediate action. 

  
HOSPITALS: PLEASE SHARE WITH ALL MEDICAL, PEDIATRIC, INFECTION CONTROL, NURSING, 
AND LABORATORY STAFF IN YOUR HOSPITAL. 
 
EMS COUNCILS: PLEASE DISTRIBUTE AS APPROPRIATE. 

FQHCs: PLEASE DISTRIBUTE AS APPROPRIATE. 

LOCAL HEALTH JURISDICTIONS: PLEASE DISTRIBUTE AS APPROPRIATE. 

PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS: PLEASE DISTRIBUTE TO YOUR MEMBERSHIP. 

Through its partners, the Pennsylvania Department of Health (PADOH) has been made aware of 
the second known and confirmed death in the commonwealth from the use of carfentanil.  
 
What is Carfentanil? 
Carfentanil is an extremely potent fentanyl analog (synthetic opioid). Designed in 1974, carfentanil 
was previously used exclusively for veterinary use with large animals and is not approved for use 
in humans, as it has been shown to be 100 times more potent than fentanyl in animal studies.  
 
Carfentanil and other fentanyl analogues present a serious risk to public safety, first responder, 
medical, treatment and laboratory personnel. These substances can come in several forms, 
including powder, blotter paper, tablets, patch and spray. Some forms can be absorbed through 
the skin or accidentally inhaled.  

Signs and symptoms of exposure to carfentanil are consistent with opioid toxicity and include: 

 pinpoint pupils; 

 respiratory depression (shallow or absent breathing); 
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 depressed mental status (dizziness, lethargy, sedation or loss of consciousness); 

 gastrointestinal irritation (nausea, vomiting); and 

 cardiovascular failure (weak or absent pulses and cold, clammy skin). 

 
What should responding personnel do if they encounter this substance? 

First responders should use caution and utilize appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) 
when handling carfentanil due to the drug’s ability to be absorbed through the skin.  As a result, 
carfentanil could pose a grave danger to law enforcement and other first responders encountering 
the drug in an emergency medical situation. 

 
Exercise extreme caution. Only properly trained and outfitted law enforcement professionals 
should handle any substance suspected to contain fentanyl or a fentanyl-related compound. If 
encountered, contact the appropriate officials within your agency. [3] 
 
Be aware of any sign of exposure. Symptoms include: respiratory depression or arrest, 
drowsiness, disorientation, sedation, pinpoint pupils, and clammy skin. The onset of these 
symptoms usually occurs within minutes of exposure.  
 
Seek IMMEDIATE medical attention. Carfentanil and other fentanyl-related substances can 
work very quickly. If inhaled, move the victim to fresh air. If ingested and the victim is conscious, 
wash out the victim’s eyes and mouth with cool water.  
 
Be ready to administer multiple doses of naloxone in the event of exposure. Naloxone is an 
antidote for opioid overdose. Immediately administering naloxone can reverse an overdose of 
carfentanil, fentanyl, or other opioids, although multiple doses of naloxone may be required. 
Continue to administer a dose of naloxone every 2-3 minutes until the individual is breathing on 
his/her own for at least 15 minutes.  
 
Remember that carfentanil can resemble powdered cocaine or heroin. If you suspect the 
presence of carfentanil or any synthetic opioid, do not take samples or otherwise disturb the 
substance, as this could lead to accidental exposure. Rather, secure the substance and follow 
approved transportation procedures.  

 
Any questions or concerns regarding these recommendations should be directed to the PADOH 
(1-877-PA-HEALTH) or your local health department. 
 
Categories of Health Alert messages: 
Health Alert:  conveys the highest level of importance; warrants immediate action or attention. 
Health Advisory:  provides important information for a specific incident or situation; may not 
require immediate action.  
Health Update:  provides updated information regarding an incident or situation; no immediate 
action necessary. 
 
 

This information is current as of January 17, 2017, but may be modified in the future.  We will 
continue to post updated information regarding the most common questions about this subject. 


