
Overview and Limitations of National Forensic Laboratory Information System (NFLIS) Data 

NFLIS systematically collects results from drug analyses conducted by state and local forensic laboratories. These 
laboratories analyze controlled and noncontrolled substances secured in law enforcement operations across the 
United States. “The NFLIS participation rate, defined as the percentage of the national drug caseload 
represented by laboratories that have joined NFLIS, is currently over 97%. Currently, NFLIS includes 50 State 
systems and 101 local or municipal laboratories/laboratory systems, representing a total of 277 individual 
laboratories. The NFLIS database also includes Federal data from DEA and U.S. Customs and Border Protection 
(CBP) laboratories.”a 

Limitations. NFLIS includes results from completed analyses only. Drug evidence secured by law enforcement 
but not analyzed by laboratories is not included in the NFLIS database. 

State and local policies related to the enforcement and prosecution of specific drugs may affect drug evidence 
submissions to laboratories for analysis. 

Laboratory policies and procedures for handling drug evidence vary. Some laboratories analyze all evidence 
submitted to them, whereas others analyze only selected case items. Many laboratories do not analyze drug 
evidence if the criminal case was dismissed from court or if no defendant could be linked to the case.a 

Notes about Reporting Labs 

Reporting anomalies were identified in several NDEWS SCSs in 2015 and are described below: 

 Denver Metro Area: The Aurora Police Department laboratory’s last reported data are from July 2014, 
following the migration to a new laboratory information management system (LIMS). 

 San Francisco County: The San Francisco Police Department (SFPD) laboratory has been closed since 
2010; however, beginning in January 2012, the Alameda Sheriff Department laboratory began reporting 
their SFPD cases to NFLIS. All available data from the SFPD were included in the counts. 

 Texas: The Austin Police Department laboratory closed, and no data were provided for 2015. The 
Houston Forensic Science Government Corporation (formerly Houston Police Department Crime Lab) lab 
was added in April 2014 and has been reporting data since then. 

Notes about Data Terms 

Drug Report: Drug that is identified in law enforcement items, submitted to and analyzed by federal, state, or 
local forensic labs and included in the NFLIS database. This database allows for the reporting of up to three drug 
reports per item submitted for analysis.  

For each site, the NFLIS drug reports are based on submissions of items seized in the site’s catchment area. The 
catchment area for each site is described in the Notes section below each table. The time frame is January–
December 2015.  

National Estimates in Table 5a of the Cross-Site Data Presentation of NFLIS data: The top 10 most frequently 
identified drugs in the United States are included in Table 5a; this list comes from the DEA’s National Forensic 
Laboratory Information System (NFLIS) Year 2015 Annual Report and is based on national estimates of drug 
reports using the NEAR (National Estimates Based on All Reports) approach. The NEAR estimates are based on 
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cases and items submitted to laboratories between January 1, 2015 and December 31, 2015 and analyzed by 
March 31, 2016. A national sampling frame of all State and local forensic laboratories that routinely perform 
drug chemistry analyses has been developed based on laboratory-specific information such as annual caseloads 
ascertained from a 1998 survey (updated in 2002, 2004, 2008, and 2013). A probability proportional to size (PPS) 
sample was drawn on the basis of annual cases analyzed per laboratory resulting in a NFLIS national sample of 
29 State laboratory systems and 31 local or municipal laboratories.a Over the years, the number of non-sampled 
laboratories reporting to NFLIS has increased so the DEA sought ways to use the data submitted by these 
“volunteer” laboratories. Since 2011, data from the “volunteer” laboratories have been included and assigned a 
weight of one. “The outcome is that the estimates are more precise, especially for recent years, which include a 
large number of volunteer laboratories. More precision allows for more power to detect trends and fewer 
suppressed estimates.”a 

NPS Categories: Five new psychoactive substance (NPS) drug categories and Fentanyls are of current interest to 
the NDEWS Project because of the recent increase in their numbers, types, and availability. The five NPS 
categories are: synthetic cannabinoids, synthetic cathinones, piperazines, tryptamines, and 2C Phenethylamines.   

Other Fentanyls are substances that are structurally related to fentanyl (e.g., acetylfentanyl and butyrl fentanyl). 

A complete list of drugs included in the Other Fentanyls category that were reported to NFLIS during the January 
to December 2015 timeframe includes: 

3-METHYLFENTANYL 
ACETYL-ALPHA-METHYLFENTANYL 
ACETYLFENTANYL 
Beta-HYDROXYTHIOFENTANYL 
BUTYRYL FENTANYL 
P-FLUOROBUTYRYL FENTANYL (P-FBF) 
P-FLUOROFENTANYL 

Sources 

Data Sources: SCS Drug Reports data adapted by the NDEWS Coordinating Center from data provided by the 
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), Diversion Control Division, Drug and Chemical Evaluation Section, 
Data Analysis Unit. Data were retrieved from NFLIS Data Query System (DQS) May 18, 2016. 
 
National estimates adapted by the NDEWS Coordinating Center from data provided by the U.S. Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA), Diversion Control Division. (2016) National Forensic Laboratory Information 
System: Year 2015 Annual Report. Springfield, VA: U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration. Available at: 
https://www.nflis.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/DesktopModules/ReportDownloads/Reports/NFLIS2015AR.pdf 

Overview/Methods/Limitations Sources: aAdapted by the NDEWS Coordinating Center from U.S. Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA), Diversion Control Division. (2016) National Forensic Laboratory Information 
System: Year 2015 Annual Report. Springfield, VA: U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration. Available at: 
https://www.nflis.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/DesktopModules/ReportDownloads/Reports/NFLIS2015AR.pdf 
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