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The HIDTA Program 
The High Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas (HIDTA) program, created by Congress with the Anti-Drug 
Abuse Act of 1988, provides assistance to Federal, state, local, and tribal law enforcement agencies 
operating in areas determined to be critical drug-trafficking regions of the United States. 

The purpose of the program is to reduce drug trafficking and production in the United States by: 

 Facilitating cooperation among Federal, state, local, and tribal law enforcement agencies 
to share information and implement coordinated enforcement activities; 

 Enhancing law enforcement intelligence sharing among Federal, state, local, and tribal law 
enforcement agencies;  

 Providing reliable law enforcement intelligence to law enforcement agencies needed to 
design effective enforcement strategies and operations; and 

 Supporting coordinated law enforcement strategies which maximize use of available 
resources to reduce the supply of illegal drugs in designated areas and in the United 
States as a whole. 

There are currently 28 federally designated HIDTAs, which include approximately 18.3 percent of all 
counties in the United States and a little over 65.5 percent of the U.S. population.   

The Drug Intelligence Officer Program 
One of the ways that the New York/New Jersey HIDTA program serves the law enforcement agencies 
across New York State is through the Hidden Trafficker program. Drug Intelligence Officers (DIOs) 
serve as “points of light” and facilitate information-sharing across jurisdictions. In order to identify 
drug traffickers around New York, the DIOs send notifications of felony arrests to connect the 
arresting agencies to the agencies where arrestees reside.  

There are currently 17 DIOs in New York, passing information between agencies across the state as 
well as beyond state lines. The DIOs also provide case support when needed, and help to coordinate a 
wide variety of local projects. The DIOs are located at local task force offices and travel around their 
AORs making connections, providing trainings, and collecting and disseminating important intelligence 
on drug traffickers and individuals who commit other major crimes that pose a significant threat to 
public safety.  

The Opioid Epidemic in New York State 
Opioid overdose has become a substantial problem statewide in recent years. From 2014 to 2015 there 
was a 20.4% increase in the number of people who died in New York State from a drug overdose. In the 
North Country (Clinton, Essex, Franklin, Hamilton, Warren, and Washington County) 32 people died of a 
drug overdose in 2015, up from 18 in 2014 and 11 in 2013. According to data released by the New York 
State Department of Health, many of the counties with the highest rates of drug overdose deaths in the 
state were concentrated in the Hudson Valley, Central New York, The Southern Tier, and Long Island. 

On September 14th, Governor Cuomo announced that sixteen high-need New York counties will receive 
federal funding to support local treatment programs. The high-need counties set to receive this funding 
are: Cayuga, Erie, Greene, Jefferson, Madison, Montgomery, Niagara, Onondaga, Ontario, Oswego, 
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Saratoga, Sullivan, Tioga, Tompkins, Ulster, and Yates. The state of New York also received additional 
funding that will support opioid abuse treatment services at four NYS Department of Health AIDs 
Institute health hubs and will allow New York to establish seven new health hubs.  

Methodology 
The information in this report was gathered through interviews done by HIDTA Drug Intelligence Officers 
(DIOs) around the state. At least one agency was interviewed from each county in New York, and in 
many counties more than one agency was interviewed. 

DIOs asked police departments, sheriff’s offices, prosecutors, and task forces about their protocols for 
responding to overdoses in their jurisdiction. When agencies did not have a universal protocol in place 
for every overdose instance, DIOs gathered information about the range of responses a department 
might have, and their most common tactics for responding.  

During the interviews, DIOs asked agency representatives about a variety of topics, gathering 
information about the way overdose cases were investigated, whether overdoses and/or naloxone 
administrations were being tracked in a central repository, and if phones were being collected and 
analyzed. They were asked to specifically look for what they believed to be successful strategies in 
combatting the opioid epidemic. 

After the DIOs recorded their findings, the information was compiled and analyzed for trends across the 
state. Specific anecdotes were pulled in order to highlight both the range of overdose protocols that 
exist around New York, as well as, any opportunities to learn from and build on the work currently being 
done.  

Findings 
Law enforcement agencies across New York are making large strides in the fight to end the opioid 
epidemic, and the protocols in place vary significantly from county to county. While some counties have 
taken significant steps to collect individual case information at the scene of the overdose, many smaller 
departments cited not having the resources to investigate each overdose as an obstacle they faced in 
responding to the epidemic in their area. 

Setting a Standard Overdose Response Protocol 
In a number of agencies, a specific overdose protocol or check list has been developed to guide officers 
at the scene of an overdose. These can be helpful for ensuring that all officers are gathering the same 
information, and can help to provide agencies and their enforcement partners (i.e. prosecutors and 
regional task forces) with case information.  

These overdose protocol forms and checklists can also help departments to identify patterns in their 
area of responsibility. As an appendix to this report, examples have been included of current checklists 
and suspected overdose scene investigation forms. Some agencies use checklists for scene 
investigations to help ensure that any paraphernalia is retrieved, stamps on product packaging are 
photographed, witnesses are interviewed, and phones are collected.  

The Sullivan County Sheriff’s department utilizes a one page checklist that directs the responding officer 
on how to contact the SDNP office and what evidence to collect for the investigation. The checklist 
explicitly lays out what should be done immediately at the scene of the fatal overdose, what steps 
should be taken within 24 hours, and what needs to be done less immediately.  
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Other agencies use specific overdose investigation forms that require officers to record naloxone 
administration, victim information, whether the overdose was fatal or non-fatal, and any drugs or 
witnesses present at the scene. By using overdose-specific forms, departments can identify patterns of 
victims, witnesses, stamps on paraphernalia, and other pieces of intelligence that can help them to build 
cases and better understand the drug environment in their area.  

The Value of Phones in Identifying Suppliers and Supply Chains 
A number of agencies have successfully hindered the distribution of drugs by obtaining phones and 
conducting interviews on scene following an overdose. Of the 95 agencies that were interviewed, 36 
said that they regularly collect phones at the scene of a fatal overdose. However, many of the agencies 
collecting phones had not had significant success in unlocking and analyzing phone call and text records. 

The Ontario County Police Department takes phones at the scene of an overdose and interviews 
witnesses and family members. They have found that often after checking the phones and conducting 
these interviews, an undercover or informant can organize a purchase. Similar to Ontario, both Green 
and Columbia Counties, after securing crime scenes, collect phones for further analysis. The collection of 
phones is vital in tracking and stopping the flow of drugs throughout the state. 

Even when individual suppliers are not identified, just by tracking area codes, law enforcement agencies 
can gain a better sense of trends in supply flow. In Genesee County, after opening and examining 
phones, the Sheriff’s Department noticed a rise in 716 area codes, indicating that drug carriers are going 
to Buffalo to get their drugs. The Rochester Police Department has also experienced success in tracking.  

Overdose Tracking 
Many agencies expressed, in their interviews, a desire for a central database to track fatal overdoses 
throughout the state. While one does not currently exist, some agencies have started working 
collaboratively to share and track fatal overdoses. 

In many parts of the state, police departments, sheriff’s departments, and the state police do not share 
information about their overdose numbers or cases, leaving each department with an incomplete 
picture of the illicit drug environment in their AOR. As a result, multiple Drug Task Forces voiced a belief 
in their interviews that all law enforcement agencies should be mandated to submit their overdose data 
to a central repository for the county or region. 

In Orleans County, the Orleans County Major Felony Crime Task Force identified three major law 
enforcement agencies in the county that were utilizing the same computer system. However, the 
agencies are currently unable to access each other’s databases. 

The Monroe Crime Analysis Center tracks all fatal and non-fatal overdose incidents for multiple agencies 
in the area. By funneling overdose incident reports into a central analysis center or task force 
headquarters, geographically overlapping agencies can easily create a centralized tracking system by 
utilizing existing intelligence sharing infrastructure.   

Interagency Coalitions for Public Outreach 
In some areas around the state, law enforcement agencies have partnered with other groups to create 
coalitions with the goal of raising awareness about the opioid epidemic and helping community 
members who suffer from substance use disorder find treatment for their addiction. 

In Clinton County, a coalition has been formed, Substance Abuse and Recovery of Clinton County 
(SPARCC), which has been successful in getting the word out about the threats associated with heroin 
and opioid abuse and the available resources for those struggling with addiction. This coalition consists 

http://wamc.org/post/sparcc-works-counter-substance-abuse-clinton-county
http://wamc.org/post/sparcc-works-counter-substance-abuse-clinton-county
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of individuals from the Plattsburgh City Police Department, the District Attorney’s Office, 4 Drug Rehab 
Centers, as well as other agencies, and focuses on raising awareness in their community on opioid abuse 
and overdose. By involving both law enforcement and treatment providers in the SPARCC coalition, law 
enforcement agencies are better positioned to direct drug users they come in contact with to 
appropriate and available treatment in their area.  

Essex County has also created a coalition, ECHO, which has brought representatives together including 
the medical specialist, law enforcement, drug rehab councilors, and the Essex County District Attorney’s 
Office. As a result of this coalition Essex County is in the process of developing a LEAD program to divert 
low level drug offenders into treatment after arrest.  

Based on the information collected in our interviews, these inter-agency coalitions are most successful 
when there is a leading agency that takes on the responsibility of hosting and organizing monthly or 
quarterly meetings. While inter-agency collaboration can at times prove complicated, these initiatives 
often lead to innovation and problem solving that fits the specific needs of the community at hand.  

 

Toxicology testing results for fatal overdoses 
While toxicology testing is not done in all cases of fatal drug overdoses, the results of these tests can be 
incredibly helpful to individual investigations as well as department protocols around officer safety. 
Different opioids have different potencies and some, such as carfentanil, pose a significantly higher risk 
to officers coming in contact with it. As a result, knowing the specific drugs that are available in an area 
of the state can help local agencies to protect their officers and respond appropriately to ever changing 
threats. 

Many departments surveyed were aware that there were many overdose cases that went 
uninvestigated because by the time they arrived at the scene, all evidence of drug use had been 
removed or hidden. Only after, or if, toxicology testing is done, will it become clear that an overdose had 
occurred.  

By building relationships with medical examiners or coroners through local coalitions, law enforcement 
agencies can reinforce the importance of toxicology testing in potential overdose cases, and discuss the 
best methods for communicating toxicology results when they are complete.  

In New York City, the City of New York Police Department has worked very closely with the Office of the 
Chief Medical Examiner to create a daily report of suspected potential overdoses in New York City based 
on the initial death investigation report. While a daily report may not be practical in other jurisdictions 
with fewer overdoses, and fewer resources, creating close working relationships with your county 
medical examiner or coroner can help departments develop cases and gain important insight into the 
deadliest drugs in their region.  
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Appendix A: Sample Overdose Investigation Guidelines (Olean Police Department) 
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Appendix B: Sample Overdose Investigation Guidelines (Monroe County Sheriff’s Office) 
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Appendix C: Sample Checklist for Overdose Death Cases (Sullivan County Sheriff’s Office) 
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Appendix D: Sample Overdose Protocol (Ulster County) 
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Appendix E: Sample Overdose Response Form (Putnam County) 
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Appendix E: Sample Overdose Response Form (Putnam County) Continued 
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Appendix F: Sample Overdose Response Form (Ulster County) 
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Appendix G: Sample Overdose Protocol (New York City Police Department) 
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