DRUGLINK FACTSHEET 6 « DRUG TESTING

INFORMATION FOR DRUG USERS FROM ISDD

Drug testing is most prevalent in the transport and oil industries
where random testing of employees is now in place and in some
areas of manufacturing. Other sectors such as finance have
introduced pre-employment testing even where there is no risk to
public safety, on the grounds there should be no risk to profitability
or productivity either. Testing exists also at the higher levels of
competitive sport and several public schools have said they might
begin testing pupils.

Tests are available for alcohol, heroin, amphetamine, cannabis,
barbiturates, benzodiazepines (Valium, etc), cocaine, methadone and
other drugs. There do not seem to be simple screening tests for
hallucinogens such as LSD and magic mushrooms.

What is tested?
Urine The most popular because it is easy to get a sample, quick
and relatively cheap to get a resuit.

Breath Most commonly used for alcohol. Like urine, non-invasive
(doesn't involve a medical procedure to get the sample). Cheap and
the result is virtually instantaneous.

Blood Requires medical skill, expensive and invasive.

Hair Becoming more popular. Police now hair test prospective
recruits. Inexpensive, non invasive. Can reveal use going back a long
time. One doctor in America showed that Keats used opium by
testing strands of his hair. Alcohol cannot be tested in this way. Said
to be virtually evasion proof. Works on hair from any part of the
body. The longer your hair, the further back your drug history
could be traced.

Are tests accurate?

- Except for the breathalyser for alcohol, urine and other tests
cannot show whether performance was impaired by the drug at the
time of the test. if your employer routinely tests and you are a
regular cannabis smoker, you may have to give it up as the drug is
detectable up to a2 montbh after use.

- ‘False positives’ (showing an illegal drug has been taken when it
hasn’t) are most common when a drug group being tested for is
present in small amounts in a legal product, eg, codeine in cold
cures breaks down to morphine in the liver. If you are tested, make
sure you tell the testers of any medication you are taking.

False positives can also happen if the testing staff are inexperienced
or the equipment is contaminated.

+ The most common tests can only tell that at some time a drug has
been used, not how much.

What are the safeguards?

+ ‘Chain of custody’ conditions should provide a record of the
progress of a urine specimen from collection to the reporting of the
results. A specially designed kit should be used with space to record
declared medication.

- Results should be interpreted by a medical review officer as no
test can tell a drug used for legitimate purposes from the same one
used illegally.

* The only laboratory test procedure accepted in court is an initial
immuno-assay screen confirmed by gas chromatography/mass
spectrometry.

* There are no guidelines for testing in the UK. Most reputable
laboratories follow US government guidelines. These can allow for
very low levels of drugs to be taken into account such as might be
found after passive smoking of cannabis.

TESTING

How long do drugs stay in the body?

Detection times vary with food and fluid intake, metabolic rate,
kidney function, amount used and for how long, how it was taken,
whether other drugs were taken with it and the sensitivity of the
test — see table below.

London Underground advise staff that to guarantee starting work
with near zero alcohol levels in the body, no more than seven units
should be taken in the previous 24 hours (eg, about three pints) and
none in the previous eight hours.

What is the legal situation?

Apart from public transport law (see below) there is no specific UK
legislation on drug testing nor any court rulings to go on. So it is
impossible to be sure what might stand up in a court of law.

Employment The Transport and Works Act 1992 makes it illegal
to be intoxicated or under the influence of drugs if you work on any
kind of railway or tramway system where public safety in involved.
This includes drivers, guards, signalmen, maintenance staff and their
supervisors. In a sense this is an extension of the Road Traffic Act
which covers driving on the road.

Nothing in faw prevents an employer requiring you to be tested at
interview or including testing in a contract of employment. Most job
offers are conditional on a satisfactory medical report and this might
include testing. If you find this unacceptable, all you can do is not go
for the interview or refuse the job.

Refusal to go along with an employer who wants to impose drug
testing on existing employees might be seen as disobeying a
‘reasonable instruction’; the employer may be within their rights to
take disciplinary action. An exception might be medically invasive
tests (like blood tests) which require the employee’s consent.
However, courts might take a dim view of an employer who
suddenly announced random drug testing without prior consulta-
tions with the workforce.

Education Nothing in law prevents a state or public school
introducing drug testing of pupils but no pupil can be tested against
their will. In public schools drug testing could be included in the
contract between school and parent. If a public school pupil then
refused, this might be interpreted as breach of contract and the
pupil expelled (or whatever penalty is in the contract).

Sport Sports bodies affiliated to the Sports Council must have a
testing procedure. In theory this means that Sunday league footbail
players could be tested if their league is affiliated to the Football
Association, which in turn is affiliated to the Sports Council. in
practice, testing happens among the sporting elite, where legal
challenges have been launched against alleged restraint of trade. At
lower levels of sport there would probably be no such defence
against a positive test.

Drug detection periods

—
A rough guide to how long different drugs can be detected in
urine after use at dose levels typically taken by drug misusers.

Amphetamine 2-4 days Cannabis
Ecstasy 2-4 days —casual use  2-7 days
Diazepam I-2 days — heavy use  up to 30 days
Temazepam I-2 days Alcohol 12-24 hours
(longer after  Heroin 1-2 days
i.v. usel) Buprenorphine 2-3 days
Cocaine 12 hrs-3 days Methadone 2 days

LSD 2-3 days |

Strang, Andrew Fraser of DAIS, Robin Lewis of Bindman & Partners and Stephanie Parkin of |S Pathology Services.
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