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The Erie County Department of Health has conducted wastewater surveillance since June 2024 to 

monitor concentrations of high-risk substances within the City of Erie wastewater system, which serves 

approximately 200,000 residents across Erie, Lawrence Park Township, Wesleyville Borough, 

Harborcreek Township, Millcreek Township, McKean Township, McKean Borough, and portions of 

Summit and Greene Townships. 

Wastewater surveillance is a valuable tool for identifying trends in substance use at the community 

level and detecting emerging public health concerns. High-risk substances are defined as drugs and 

compounds associated with increased risk of addiction, overdose, or severe health outcomes. These 

substances may include illicit drugs, prescription medications, synthetic opioids, stimulants, sedatives, 

veterinary agents increasingly found in the illicit drug supply, and related metabolites.  Selection of 

monitored substances is guided by public health priorities, scientific evidence, and emerging drug 

trends.  

A complete list of tested substances and metabolites is provided below:

• Acetyl Fentanyl (Acetyl Norfentanyl)  

• Alprazolam  

• Buprenorphine (Norbuprenorphine)  

• Carfentanil (Norcarfentanil)  

• Cocaine (Benzoylecgonine)  

• Codeine  

• Dihydrocodeine  

• Fentanyl (Norfentanyl)  

• (6-MAM)  

• Hydrocodone (Norhydrocodone)  

• Hydromorphone  

• Ketamine  

• Medetomidine  

• Methadone (EDDP)  

• Methamphetamine (Amphetamine)  

• Morphine  

• Naloxone (Naloxone-3-glucuronide)  

• (trans-3’-Hydroxycotinine)  

• Oxycodone (Noroxycodone)  

• Oxymorphone  

• Parafluorofentanyl  

• Sufentanil (Norsufentanil)  

• Tianeptine (MC5)  

• Tramadol (O-Desmethyltramadol)  

• Xylazine (4-hydroxy xylazine)

 

Data collected  beginning in June 2024 through May 2026 shows an overall increase in high-risk 

substances detected in the wastewater system. 

• Cocaine and methamphetamine were the most commonly detected illicit substances.  

• Prescription opioids such as tramadol and methadone were also detected regularly.  

• Fentanyl continues to appear consistently, even at lower concentrations. Because fentanyl is 

extremely potent, small amounts in wastewater can still indicate significant community use.  

• Naloxone concentrations also increased during this time period, reflecting broader opioid-related 

trends.  

Substances consistently detected throughout the monitoring period include buprenorphine, fentanyl, 

codeine, hydrocodone, hydromorphone, morphine, oxycodone, oxymorphone, naloxone, and 

tianeptine. 

Less frequently detected substances include xylazine, heroin, ketamine, acetyl fentanyl, and 

carfentanil. Medetomidine, parafluorofentanyl, and sufentanil have not yet been detected but remain 
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under active monitoring. 

The detection of previously unobserved substances may serve as an early indicator of emerging drug 

trends and support public health messaging, awareness efforts, and harm reduction strategies. 

 
Figure 1. Total high-risk substance concentrations  

Cocaine and its metabolite benzoylecgonine contributed significantly to the overall increase in 

substances detected. Because cocaine use is primarily illicit, wastewater trends likely reflect changes in 

community drug use patterns. 
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Figure 3. Concentration of cocaine and metabolite benzoylecgonine 

Methamphetamine concentrations also increased during the monitoring period. However, levels of 

amphetamine, its metabolite, remained more stable, possibly because amphetamine is also commonly 

prescribed as a medication. 

 
Figure 5. Concentration of methamphetamine and metabolite amphetamine 

Although fentanyl has been detected in lower and more sporadic concentrations, it continues to be 

identified consistently throughout the monitoring period. Because fentanyl is highly potent and used in 
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very small doses, even low concentrations in wastewater can indicate meaningful levels of use within 

the sampled population. Like amphetamine, fentanyl is also administered in medical settings; however, 

hospital and clinical use typically occur in more controlled and consistent patterns. As a result, 

fluctuations or increases in fentanyl concentrations are more likely to reflect changes in illicit use within 

the community.  

 
Figure 6. Concentration of fentanyl and Metabolite norfentanyl 

Naloxone concentrations have also increased during the monitoring period, which is consistent with the 

broader increase in opioid-related substances detected in the wastewater system. 
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Figure 7. Concentration of naloxone 

The nicotine metabolite trans-3’-hydroxycotinine is used as a comparison marker to help interpret 

wastewater trends. Since nicotine use patterns are generally more stable, changes in nicotine levels 

can help determine whether shifts in wastewater concentrations may be related to population changes, 

travel, or large events rather than substance use alone. 

The parent compound, nicotine, measurements are no longer used because rainfall and stormwater 

runoff can artificially increase nicotine readings in wastewater. 

 
Figure 8. Concentration of nicotine metabolite trans-3’-Hydroxycotinine 

Wastewater surveillance of high-risk substances can also identify possible dumping events. A dumping 
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event occurs when an unconsumed substance is disposed of through drains or toilets, such as the 

flushing of unused prescriptions. In wastewater data, these events often appear as unusually high 

concentrations of the parent compound in comparison to its metabolites. 

To date, three possible dumping events have been identified, two involving cocaine on March 9, 2026, 

and March 27, 2026, and one involving fentanyl on October 13, 2025. 

 
 

In summary, wastewater surveillance has been utilized as a public health tool for monitoring trends in 

substance use within the City of Erie. Data collected since June 2024 indicates increasing 

concentrations of several high-risk substances, particularly cocaine, fentanyl, and methamphetamine, 

while also providing insight into prescription opioid use and potential dumping events.  

The Erie County Department of Health, in collaboration with partners, use this information to monitor 

substance use trends, supplement traditional data sources, identify emerging risks, and guide outreach 

and harm reduction efforts. Wastewater data also supports coordination among agencies and 

providers. 

 


