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1. Purpose

1.1 To provide an update on N-desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne, which have 
been identified in Toronto’s unregulated drug supply.

2. Background

2.1 Canada is in the midst of one of the most serious public health crises in the 
country’s history - the toxic and illegal drug and overdose crisis. No community has 
been left untouched. 

2.2 The emergence of an illegal market in new synthetic opioids has become a major 
public health issue, associated with a substantial increase in unintentional 
overdoses and drug-related deaths.

2.3 Often users are unaware that they are exposing themselves to these high-potency 
opioids in combination with other depressants.

2.4 Some potential reasons for the appearance of high-potency synthetic opioids in the 
local street drug supply include lower production costs, and a stronger or longer 
lasting high for the user.

2.5 Drug checking services provide critical information on the composition of the 
unregulated drug supply in real time, informing and educating people who use 
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drugs and people who care for people who use drugs, as well as informing 
advocacy, policy, and research. Incredibly sophisticated and sensitive technologies 
are required to effectively check highly contaminated opioids that are most likely to 
contribute to overdose. 

2.6 Toronto’s Drug Checking Service (TDCS) aims to reduce the harms associated with 
substance use and, specifically, prevent overdoses by offering people who use 
drugs timely and detailed information on the contents of their drugs. 

2.7 Beyond educating individual service users, results for all samples are combined, 
analyzed, and publicly disseminated every other week to communicate drug market 
trends and inform care for people who use drugs, advocacy, policy, and research. 

2.8 For the first time, TDCS has identified N-desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne 
in Toronto’s unregulated drug supply. 

 

 

 

 

 

2.9 N-desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne are high-potency synthetic nitazene 
opioids.

2.10 N-desethyl etonitazene is considered to be up to 10 times stronger than fentanyl. 
Protonitazepyne, also known as N-pyrrolidino protonitazene, is considered to 
be more than 20 times stronger than fentanyl.

2.11 Since N-desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne are so strong, the risk of 
overdose in increased and greater than normal doses of naloxone may be required 
to rouse individuals experiencing an overdose.

3. Current Status 

3.1 N-desethyl etonitazene was first identified at the Centre for Addiction and Mental 
Health (CAMH) on February 23, 2024. The sample collected in Toronto’s west end 
was a yellow/beige powder that was expected to be (i.e., got or bought as) fentanyl. 
The sample did not contain fentanyl – but instead contained N-desethyl etonitazene 
and caffeine.

3.2 Protonitazepyne was first identified by CAMH on March 6, 2024, and again the 
following day on March 7, 2024. The samples collected in Toronto’s west end were 
blue powders that were expected to be oxycodone (OxyContin). The samples did 
not contain oxycodone – but instead contained protonitazepyne and etonitazepyne.

3.3 Analysis at CAMH identified N-desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne using 
liquid chromatography-Orbitrap high resolution mass spectrometry (LC-HR-MS). 

3.4 Analysis at St. Michael’s Hospital identified N-desethyl etonitazene and 
protonitazepyne using gas chromatography-mass spectrometry (GC-MS). 

3.5 Health Canada’s Drug Analysis Service (DAS) identified protonitazepyne using GC-
MS, nuclear magnetic resonance spectroscopy (NMR), and gas chromatography-

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcommunity.us21.list-manage.com%2Ftrack%2Fclick%3Fu%3D661c1ada7b258455a5dfd1289%26id%3D9f4f80d383%26e%3Dd472f75e5d&data=05%7C02%7Cmelissa.hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C12f19af9262d4ea70cab08dc21b41ecc%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638422304835935678%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=2ytjrlIZ6seWS%2FUrp7Ugc%2F4s%2BZ2vEa2BMSZHit197Do%3D&reserved=0
https://www.camh.ca/en/your-care/programs-and-services/clinical-laboratory-diagnostic-services
https://unityhealth.to/locations/st-michaels-hospital/
https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/health-concerns/controlled-substances-precursor-chemicals/drug-analysis-service.html
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infrared spectroscopy (GC-IR) in samples submitted by Canadian law enforcement 
agencies and public health partners. They have not yet identified N-desethyl 
etonitazene. 

3.6 It is unlikely that emerging onsite drug checking technologies can identify N-
desethyl etonitazene and protonitazepyne at this time as their libraries are being 
developed and their limits of detection are being determined. 

3.7 On March 3, 2024, Durham Region Health Department (DRHD) issued a Drug Alert 
to service providers regarding a new substance that has the potential to be present 
in Durham Region’s drug supply. A review of Durham Regional Police Service 
(DRPS) drug sample returns indicates that protonitazepyne was detected in 
samples seized by DRPS that were submitted for testing in 2023. Protonitazepyne 
was the only substance detected in these samples and they were described as 
oxycontin tablets. 

 

4. Previous Reports 

4.1 Report 2023-INFO-26 provided information on the appearance of benzodiazepines 
and xylazine in the unregulated drug supply. 

4.2 Report 2023-INFO-33 provided an update on local trends and strategies to address 
mental health and opioids in Durham Region. 

4.3 Report 2023-INFO-46 provided an update on the Durham Region Opioid Response 
Plan. 

4.4 Report 2023-INFO-47 provided information on the application process for 
Consumption and Treatment Services in Ontario. 

4.5 Report 2023-INFO-60 provided an update on the report: Opioid Toxicity and Access 
to Treatment among Adolescents and Young Adults in Ontario, released by The 
Ontario Drug Policy Research Network (ODPRN), Public Health Ontario (PHO) and 
the Office of the Chief Coroner of Ontario/Ontario Forensic Pathology Service on 
June 27, 2023.

4.6 Report 2023-INFO-74 provided information on DRHD’s school-based health 
promotion services, including mental health promotion and substance use 
prevention. 

4.7 Report 2023-INFO-77 provided an update on the report published by the Canadian 
Centre on Substance Use and Addiction, entitled Canadian Substance Use Costs 
and Harms, released in March 2023 and revised in July 2023. 

4.8 Report 2023-INFO-83 provided an update on the report entitled: Characteristics of 
Substance-Related Toxicity Deaths in Ontario: Stimulant, Opioid, Benzodiazepine, 
and Alcohol-Related Deaths, by PHO and ODPRN, released on September 14, 
2023. 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.durham.ca%2Fen%2Fregional-government%2Fresources%2FDocuments%2FCouncil%2FCIP%2FCIP-2023%2FCIP-04062023.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482076977%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BWCWOVB0GT%2FG%2Bo7Vk3ZAIbil2lCMEYgKf8ODYisaM%2BE%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.durham.ca%2Fen%2Fregional-government%2Fresources%2FDocuments%2FCouncil%2FCIP%2FCIP-2023%2FCIP-04282023.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482084090%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=7CXGYvM2vLDTg818uzQ4BBH6y6zykeO3MIvr0FYu0WQ%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.durham.ca%2Fen%2Fregional-government%2Fresources%2FDocuments%2FCouncil%2FCIP%2FCIP-2023%2FCIP-06022023.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482089962%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=PEnfRo85pw3Y3MT6xusUwGWgun8cK8cTVKV8L8%2F5DvM%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.durham.ca%2Fen%2Fregional-government%2Fresources%2FDocuments%2FCouncil%2FCIP%2FCIP-2023%2FCIP-06022023.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482095801%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BLIp1Ug%2F5eEK8YnytPd5BVc%2F%2F9vgnZZyZZvZTkW81ds%3D&reserved=0
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/Documents/O/2023/opioid-toxicity-access-treatment-adolescents-ontario-report.pdf?rev=b19281e674034a63881aa5b005e3046e&sc_lang=en
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpub-durhamregion.escribemeetings.com%2FMeeting.aspx%3FId%3Dd5eff527-87b5-471c-b905-36ecb6a57b03%26Agenda%3DAgenda%26lang%3DEnglish&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482101332%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=UmmeZZ%2FK4iK6UaWuhsm35WMPY5VioUHn0s8U%2Fh1E4yk%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fpub-durhamregion.escribemeetings.com%2FMeeting.aspx%3FId%3D10755522-9b70-4d93-b140-27838da77d3f%26Agenda%3DAgenda%26lang%3DEnglish&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482107726%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=izxu5oPyET%2Bg3zQo35JfMhsD03A2MOn9sWSg508xtAg%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcsuch.ca%2Fdocuments%2Freports%2Fenglish%2FCanadian-Substance-Use-Costs-and-Harms-Report-2023-en.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482114023%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=tAKp7%2Bng%2BG63wr1TvlgZI7tS%2F%2BS3LclrHJfpM1WqJ%2Fg%3D&reserved=0
https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.publichealthontario.ca%2F-%2Fmedia%2FDocuments%2FC%2F2023%2Fcharacteristics-substance-related-toxicity-deaths-ontario.pdf%3Frev%3Df2a4f005bda548a09bb74cf3a1d53f60%26sc_lang%3Den%23%3A%7E%3Atext%3DAmong%2520these%25208%252C767%2520individuals%2520who%2CN%253D6%252C544)%2520were%2520male.&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482129121%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2F3Ta05Zhwbwpfx%2BpJsN4Lxel8MSFjTTie5E4wQHOyXg%3D&reserved=0
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4.9 Report 2023-INFO-92 provided an update on the renewed Canadian Drugs and 
Substances Strategy. 

4.10 Report 2024-INFO-06 provided an update on Medetomidine/Dexmedetomidine: 
“New” Veterinary Tranquilizer Circulating in Toronto’s Unregulated Fentanyl Supply. 

5. Relationship to Strategic Plan 

5.1 This report aligns with the following strategic goal and priority in the Durham Region 
Strategic Plan: 

a. Goal 2: Community Vitality: 2.2 Enhance community safety and well-being. 

6. Conclusion 

6.1 In Durham Region, test strips for fentanyl and xylazine are available through the 
Needle Syringe Program. Locally, drug checking services that utilize mass 
spectrometry are not available. DRPS receives Health Canada drug testing results 
for samples seized and submitted to Health Canada. 

6.2 DRPS is a member of the Opioid Task Force and advises DRHD regarding Health 
Canada drug testing findings that are noteworthy and/or indicate a new drug is 
present within the region. As per the nature of Health Canada’s drug testing 
methodology, such results from toxicology are several months behind real-time 
data. 

6.3 DRHD, in partnership with the Opioid Task Force members will continue to monitor 
information related to the presence of new toxic drugs within the Greater Toronto 
and Hamilton Area to inform the Durham Region Opioid Response Plan. 

6.4 Durham Region Health Department has developed a new interactive dashboard to  
replace the current version of the Durham Region Opioid Information System 
(DROIS) at durham.ca/opioidstats. The new dashboard focuses on time trends by 
presenting all opioid-related data together in a single visual and allows users to 
explore the data by week, month, or year. Moving averages are a new feature, 
added to the weekly data, to help provide context to overall trends. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Original signed by 

R.J. Kyle, BSc, MD, MHSc, CCFP, FRCPC, FACPM
Commissioner & Medical Officer of Health 

https://can01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.canada.ca%2Fcontent%2Fdam%2Fhc-sc%2Fdocuments%2Fservices%2Fpublications%2Fhealthy-living%2Fcanadian-drugs-substances-strategy-approach-related-harms-overdose-crisis%2Fcdss-report-en.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CMelissa.Hutchinson%40durham.ca%7C7dce3c9868804fb7e01b08dc22891cca%7C52d7c9c2d54941b69b1f9da198dc3f16%7C0%7C0%7C638423219482141720%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=3nA12LlxL3mL2mv3y0w2EGrRj6cHH65k1Cys6vKM8bA%3D&reserved=0
https://pub-durhamregion.escribemeetings.com/FileStream.ashx?DocumentId=3267
https://www.durham.ca/en/health-and-wellness/durham-opioid-response-plan.aspx#Opioid-Task-Force-Members
http://www.durham.ca/opioidstats
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