
Case Profile and Problem 
In past years, according to Grellner, the Sheriff’s Office utilized common wet-
chemistry test kits to identify narcotics in the field. Relatively easy to use, these 
kits call for a series of dilutions, where officers must interpret color changes, in 
order to correctly identify a substance.

More important is the fact that test results from the colorimetric kits were not 
accepted by the county court system, meaning that results from these tests could 
not support probable cause in charging a drug suspect. Instead, all narcotics 
samples collected from alleged offenders had to be transported 75 miles to 
the Missouri State Highway Patrol Laboratory at Jefferson City, where court-
admissible analysis could be performed. 

Turnaround time at the state lab was between eight and 12 months. During that 
waiting period, Grellner explains, the case of a suspected offender cannot be 
heard by the County Drug Court, delaying potential medical assistance, counseling 
and rehabilitation services.

Similarly, for violent offenders or individuals refusing treatment and rehabilitation, 
a long delay in confirming court-accepted test results meant that these individuals 
were returned to society – at potential risk to themselves and the community. With 
untreated offenders still at large, “We saw an increase in property crimes to get 
cash to feed their disease state,” Grellner says. Worse still, would-be defendants 
with additional offenses became ineligible for the Drug Court, and any potential 
leniency in an attempt to break the cycle of addiction and crime. 
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Deployment of TruNarc “like night and day” 
in prosecuting narcotics cases

In recent years, Franklin County, MO, has made national 
news headlines for being “ground zero” in the war 
on drugs. In 2013, for example, the Franklin County 
Sheriff’s Office investigated 165 methamphetamine 
laboratories – quite a high number for a rural county 
with 100,000 people. 

Demands on police services related to narcotics 
investigations have risen substantially, prompting  
the formation of the Multi-County Narcotics and Violent 
Crimes Enforcement Unit. Led by Lt. Jason Grellner, 
the task force covers four counties – Franklin, Lincoln, 
Reynolds and Washington – with a combined population 
of 180,000 people. As a result of effective police 
collaboration across the counties, the number of  
meth labs uncovered in Franklin had decreased to  
five by 2015. 

But beyond the headlines, the multi-county task force 
has made great strides in the deployment of innovative 
drug identification technology. Grellner, a 20-year veteran 
of narcotics investigations, says rapid field-based 
analysis of suspected illegal substances has dramatically 
shortened the time between the arrest of drug offenders 
and the resolution of their cases, providing for a safer 
community and swifter treatment of addicts. 

In addition, reliable analysis with a handheld testing 
instrument has given local law enforcement the ability 
to identify new and dangerous substances circulating in 
the area. This “early warning sign” enables the Sheriff’s 
Office to alert officers in the region, as well as the 
general public, to the presence of new illicit materials.

Lt. Jason Grellner has deployed innovative, field-based drug ID to help speed 
case resolution.



Enter TruNarc 
In 2014, following a data review, supporting information from other 
states, and training, the multi-county task force deployed two Thermo 
ScientificTM TruNarcTM analyzers. The circuit court system across the 
four counties had determined TruNarc test results would be allowed at 
grand jury and preliminary hearings, giving law enforcement probable 
cause and the ability to charge suspects. 

The TruNarc analyzer is a handheld narcotics identification system 
that can rapidly identify numerous narcotics in seconds, in a single 
presumptive test. Leveraging Raman spectroscopy, it brings together 
high chemical specificity with non-destructive and non-contact 
analysis, helping to minimize exposure and maintain evidence. 
Most drug samples can be quickly identified by simply pressing 
the sample—contained in a plastic bag, for example—against the 
nosecone and then pressing the scan button. Typically, samples are 
identified in less than 30 seconds. 

The outcome of the TruNarc deployment in Missouri has been an 
overwhelming success, according to Grellner. In addition to identifying 
suspect narcotics at the scene, his task force is able to deliver a 
complete police report – with admissible TruNarc test results -- to 
a prosecuting attorney’s office within days. The rapid turnaround 
translates into getting the charged individual into the Drug Court (if 
appropriate) within a few weeks, where rapid decisions can be made. 

“We had trouble with moving a case to the point where the Drug 
Court system could take an appropriate course of action,” Grellner 
says. “Now we don’t have to wait for results from the State Patrol 
Lab. The Drug Court can move right to rehabilitation.

“For those individuals that don’t want to be treated, we can move 
them faster through the system and get them out of society and into 
incarceration.”

Robert Parks, the elected prosecuting attorney in Franklin County, 
describes the implementation of TruNarc as “like night and day.” With 
TruNarc test results accepted as essentially a laboratory report in 
circuit court proceedings, his office could run 35-40 cases per day 
through the grand jury. “It’s tremendous. It’s sped up the process of 
getting people charged,” he says.

Although the presiding judge in Franklin County Circuit Court has 
recently ruled that drug cases cannot be taken to the grand jury – a 
procedural decision independent of TruNarc – using the analyzer’s 
results to establish probable cause and charge offenders in 
preliminary hearings has “sped up the whole process 100 percent,” 
Parks explains. Test results can arrive at his office within 24 hours, 
and even though the timeline for a preliminary hearing might be three 

or four months, this is still substantially faster than waiting the eight 
to 12 months for traditional lab results – plus court time.

“The lab loves it,” Parks says, “because it eliminates unnecessary 
samples sent for testing. They can do other things, and they’re not 
bogged down with samples. We can do 25 cases without having to 
send anything up to the lab.”

While sampling and testing statistics are not available, Grellner 
says the 150 mile round trip to the State Patrol Lab for narcotics 
identification occurs infrequently now. Moreover, storage of 
test records in TruNarc’s tamper-proof system has reduced the 
administrative burden associated with maintaining the chain of 
custody of samples and evidence. The overwhelming majority of 
controlled substance testing is now performed with TruNarc, with only 
unconfirmed samples going to the lab.

Early Warning System 
TruNarc identifies narcotics, synthetic drugs, cutting agents and 
precursors. The Raman spectrometer collects a unique spectral 
fingerprint of each substance tested. The on-board algorithms 
compare the data collected with items in the TruNarc library and, if 
the spectrum matches a specific library item, the TruNarc device will 
show a red alarm screen for the substance. 

As drug threats continue to emerge – fentanyl, for example – Thermo 
Scientific adds the new substances to the TruNarc library in free 
periodic updates.

The breadth of the TruNarc library has been important in helping 
identify drug trends in the Missouri counties. “TruNarc helps us track 
areas where a controlled substance is coming from,” Grellner says. 
“Sometimes we can track it to the exact dealer.”

This was the situation in early 2015, when Grellner discovered 
“Super Ball,” or methamphetamine mixed with heroin. TruNarc also 
was instrumental in identifying the emerging threat of cutting heroin 
with fentanyl. “Identifying these new trends helps us take immediate 
action – criminally, socially and in the news media,” Grellner says. 

Before the deployment of TruNarc, samples of these emerging 
substances would have been sent to the State Patrol Lab for 
analysis. Given the time required for lab results, new and dangerous 
substances, like Super Ball, could have been circulating in the 
community without officers knowing what they’re dealing with, and 
how to best protect residents.

It is possible that a very new substance hitting the streets might 
not yet be added to the TruNarc library. ln these cases where a 
substance is unknown to TruNarc, law enforcement can call on 
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The TruNarc analyzer can scan suspected narcotics through a 
sealed plastic bag in seconds.

Test records in TruNarc’s tamper-proof system can be transferred 
to a PC, reducing the administrative burden of maintaining the 
chain of custody of samples and evidence.



Thermo Scientific Reachback support. Reachback will interpret the 
new spectra and provide an analytical result – still highly valuable in 
prioritizing substances and leveraging state lab resources effectively.

“We’ve had situations where new synthetics have been mixed with 
common illicit drugs,” Grellner says. “By using the Reachback, we are 
able to immediately communicate with scientists and get confirmation 
on what is happening on the streets.”

Conclusion 
Shortening the time between drug arrests and case resolution, the 
Multi-County Narcotics and Violent Crimes Enforcement Unit has 
deployed innovative drug identification technology. The handheld 
TruNarc analyzer rapidly identifies suspected narcotics in the field. 
Test results are accepted at preliminary hearings within the circuit 
court system (and previously at grand jury), giving law enforcement 
officers probable cause to charge drug offenders.

With TruNarc test results, law enforcement can deliver a narcotics 
case to county prosecutors within days – substantially less than the 
eight- to 12 month turnaround from the backlogged state lab. Rapid 
turnaround means quicker resolution of cases, where offenders can 
receive timely rehabilitation or are duly incarcerated.    
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TruNarc displays a red alarm screen if the spectrum of a sample 
matches an item in the instrument library.
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