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A B S T R A C T

Background: In a year when UK drug-related deaths and festival drug-related deaths reached their highest on
record, a pilot festival drug safety testing service was introduced with the aim of reducing drug-related harm.
This paper describes the operational and behavioural outcomes of this pilot and explores the relationship be-
tween drug use, supply and policing within festival grounds.
Methods: Chemists in a temporary laboratory analysed 247 substances submitted by the public to a free, con-
fidential testing service across four days at a UK festival in July 2016. Test results were returned to service users
embedded in 230 healthcare consultations delivered to approximately 900 festival-goers (one in five drug using
festival-goers) that included harm reduction advice and the opportunity to use a disposal service for further
substances of concern. Consultation data were collected at point of care, matched with test results, coded and
analysed using SPSS
Results: Test results revealed that one in five substances was not as sold or acquired. One in five service users
utilised the disposal service for further substances of concern in their possession and another one in six mod-
erated their consumption. Two thirds of those whose sample was missold disposed of further substances,
compared with under one in ten whose sample was as sold. Service users who acquired substances onsite at the
festival were more than twice as likely to have been missold them as those acquired offsite, were nearly twice as
likely to use the disposal service and were on average two years younger. Women were more likely to be using
the drug for the first time and more likely to use the disposal service. Test results were shared with emergency
services; alerts issued across site and an unanticipated feedback loop occurred to some drug suppliers.
Conclusion: This pilot suggests that festival-goers engage productively with onsite drug safety testing services
when given the opportunity, such services can access harder-to-reach and new user groups and can play a part in
reducing drug-related harm by identifying and informing service users, emergency services and offsite drug
using communities about substances of concern. Disposals to the testing service for onward police destruction
provide an externally corroborated measure of impact, reducing harm to the individual and others by removing
such substances from site. Evidence of differential dealing onsite and its potential negative consequences has
implications for future research and policing.

Introduction

Drug checking (drug safety testing, pill testing, street drug analysis)
– a public health intervention that allows the general public to submit
substances for content analysis – has existed for over 50 years. The first
wave of analysis of street drugs by community based drugs services was
in late 1960s and early 1970s California, with the origins dated to San
Francisco in 1965 (Marshman, 1974; Smith, 1974). The second wave of
drug safety testing occurred in 1990s Europe with the advent of acid
house, rave and electronic dance music and the associated use of

synthetic ‘party drugs’ such as MDMA at dance events. In 1992 a Dutch
government-funded Drug Information and Monitoring System (DIMS)
was established and similar services sprung up across Europe in sub-
sequent years (Brunt, 2017; Brunt and Niesink, 2011; Kriener et al.,
2001). A third wave of expansion occurred in the UK, North America
and Australasia in recent years as new technologies and New Psy-
choactive Substances (NPS) emerged, making publicly accessible for-
ensic testing for harm reduction purposes more feasible, more accurate
and more pertinent. The international opioid overdose crisis and asso-
ciated contamination of illegal drug markets with fentanyl and other
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