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With the rise in overdose cases, law enforcement,
criminal justice agencies, and public health sectors
are collaborating to better serve the public and
improve outcomes for those struggling with
substance misuse. However, these evolving
responsibilities come with new occupational safety
risks, and without proper training and education,
they can result in unnecessary physical and mental
harm for officers. This paradigm shift necessitates
adopting an evidence-based approach to ensure the
safety of first responders and the community.
Jurisdictional policies may vary, impacting the
techniques used to remain safe in the field, further
underscoring the importance of a well-informed
response.

This publication accompanies the video Needlestick
Injuries: Knowing the Facts as a Law Enforcement
Officer, part of a series that emphasizes the
importance of effective tools and evidence-based
training to manage high-risk health situations,
particularly in relation to the concerns that law
enforcement officers may have about needlestick
injuries. This video series is a valuable resource
designed to equip officers with the knowledge they
need to navigate the challenges of the field, including
fentanyl exposure and needlestick injuries.

The best practice is to avoid touching a syringe or
sharp. To that end, building rapport with an individual
can help achieve this. It can increase their willingness to
disclose to you they possess an object like a syringe or
something else that’s sharp.

—Dr. Brandon del Pozo, SHIELD Training Initiative

Addressing Needlestick Injuries in the Field

Law enforcement officers who come into contact
with people who use drugs are often concerned
about injury due to a needlestick. Therefore, it is
imperative to equip officers with the tools and
training to handle such situations safely and
effectively. With this knowledge and these practical
skills, officers can confidently navigate these
interactions and minimize risks.

Law enforcement regularly encounters individuals
carrying syringes or sharps, whether on their person
or in their vehicles. Studies suggest that about 5 to 8
percent of officers experience needlestick injuries at
some point during their careers.!-? Such injuries raise
concerns about potential infections, like hepatitis or
HIV, which can be transmitted through blood.
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Although the probability of infection from a single
needlestick is low, immediate reporting, testing, and
treatment are vital in the event of such incidents.

Proper safety training during pat-downs and searches

is essential, and officers should use discretion and

avoid sweeping motions that may increase the risk of

injury. When confiscating or disposing of syringes,
proper methods (e.g., using appropriate containers)
are crucial to prevent harm to both officers and

the community.

Taking a Public Health Approach

In addressing the risk of needlestick injuries and
potential infections among law enforcement officers,
it becomes evident that mitigating these risks
extends beyond safety training and proper handling
procedures. While these measures are crucial, a
broader perspective shows that there are systemic
approaches in place to reduce the potential harm to
law enforcement officers as well as the larger
community. One such proactive approach is through
the implementation of syringe services programs
(SSPs). Law enforcement officers’ infection risks are
also reduced as sterile syringes are made accessible
by SSPs throughout the community. SSPs can thus
play a vital role in reducing infectious diseases and
syringe litter, and research has shown that they do
not lead to an increase in illegal substance use or
crime.3 By making sterile syringes readily accessible,
SSPs effectively contribute to reducing the spread of
infectious diseases among individuals who use drugs,
thereby indirectly lowering the risk to officers who
may come in contact with syringes during their
encounters with individuals in the community.

The accompanying video delves deeper into the
significance of SSPs in creating a safer environment
for both the public and law enforcement officers.
By supporting and collaborating with SSPs, first
responders can further enhance community
well-being.*

“Syringe services programs help reduce injection-
related health risks if an individual who uses drugs has
a sterile syringe and proper equipment for
every injection.”

—U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Overdose Prevention Strategy
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Visit the Comprehensive Opioid, Stimulant, and Substance Use Program (COSSUP)

Resource Center at WWW.COSSUpP.Org.
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