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Assembly Committee on Public Safety 
 
Chair McCarty and Members of the Committee, 
 
My name is Stacey McKenna, and I am a senior fellow in Integrated Harm Reduction at the R Street 
Institute. R Street is a nonprofit, nonpartisan think tank focused on advancing free markets and limited 
but effective government in a variety of policy areas. We believe that the government should not stand 
in the way of people’s ability to access evidence-based tools that help them stay safer and healthier.1 
Therefore, we support harm reduction, a practical approach that empowers individuals to mitigate 
those risks even if they continue to engage in risky behaviors such as substance use.2 
 
Last year, more than 112,000 Americans died of a drug overdose, including almost 13,000 Californians.3 
California’s AB 2136 would help address these deaths by broadening its existing drug checking 
permissions. This change would enable individuals and harm reduction organizations to adapt quickly to 
novel contaminants in the drug supply, and reducing the need for legislators to repeatedly revisit the 
issue in response to an ever-evolving illicit market.  
 
The United States’ current overdose crisis is driven by illicit substances, for which safety and quality 
control mechanisms are lacking. Although California’s drug supply is dominated by illicitly manufactured 
fentanyl – a potent synthetic opioid approximately 50 times as potent as heroin – experts are concerned 
that the state will soon see an influx of novel adulterants such as veterinary tranquilizer xylazine.4  
 
These drugs can increase risk for fatal overdose, especially when individuals consume them 
unknowingly.5 Thus, drug checking is an important harm reduction intervention that provides people 
who use drugs with knowledge that empowers them to change their behaviors to reduce their overdose 
risk without posing any dangers to the community.6 In 2022, California took important steps to combat 



 
  
 
the state’s overdose crisis by allowing equipment to check for several a variety of potentially harmful 
substances.7  
 
Unfortunately, the United States’ illicit drug market is extremely volatile, and novel adulterants continue 
to emerge in the supply.8 Therefore, policy responses to the overdose crisis must allow for rapid real-
time adaptation on the part of individuals and health and community organizations. By expanding the 
types of drug checking equipment that are excluded from California’s definition of paraphernalia, and by 
authorizing the distribution and use of such equipment, AB 2136 would allow for a more comprehensive 
approach to this life-saving intervention without requiring a series of piecemeal authorizations by this 
body. Furthermore, this bill would allow relevant organizations to launch community-based drug 
checking programs, which may use various technologies to identify contaminants in the drug supply and 
alert people to their presence.9 Research demonstrates that this information, in turn, encourages 
people to take extra precautions to avoid an overdose.10  
 
By removing drug checking equipment from California’s definition of drug paraphernalia, AB 2136 would 
ensure the government does not impede access to important harm reduction tools, thereby bolstering 
California’s fight against the overdose crisis and saving lives. As such, R Street urges passage of the bill. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Stacey McKenna 
 
Stacey McKenna 
Senior Fellow, Integrated Harm Reduction 
R Street Institute 
smckenna@rstreet.org 
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