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What Changed and Why It Matters
On February 5, 2026, the DEA published its final rule (Federal Register 2026-02288) establishing new

requirements for EMS agencies handling controlled substances. The rule became effective March 9,

2026. It creates a unified federal framework replacing the patchwork of state-level DEA exemptions that

had governed EMS controlled substance handling for decades.

This rule affects every EMS agency, fire department, and health system in the United States that

handles Schedule II through Schedule V controlled substances. The requirements cover four critical

areas: vehicle storage and security, personnel handling protocols, recordkeeping and audit readiness,

and DEA registration.

Key Facts

• Applies to all EMS agencies, fire departments, and health systems handling Schedule II-V

controlled substances

• Registration is now per-state, not per-location

• Covers vehicle storage, personnel protocols, recordkeeping, and security

• Non-compliance exposes agencies to DEA enforcement action, fines, and potential loss of

controlled substance privileges

Reference: 21 CFR Parts 1300, 1301, 1304



Vehicle Safe & Storage Requirements

Requirement 1 — Vehicle Safes
Every EMS vehicle carrying controlled substances must have a securely locked, substantially

constructed safe that cannot be readily removed. The safe must be fixed to the vehicle's structure to

prevent unauthorized removal.

21 CFR 1301.72(e), 1301.75(b)

Requirement 2 — All Vehicle Types
All emergency services vehicle types that carry controlled substances must be equipped with compliant

safes. This includes ambulances, fire apparatus, supervisor trucks, and any other response vehicles

designated to carry controlled substances.

21 CFR §1300.06 — definition of emergency services vehicle

Requirement 3 — Unattended Vehicle Security
When EMS vehicles carrying controlled substances are parked and unattended outside an enclosed

registered location, the vehicle must be locked AND substances must be secured in a fixed safe.

Relying on the vehicle's door lock alone does not meet the requirement.

21 CFR 1301.80(b)

A locked vehicle door is NOT sufficient. The DEA requires a separate, fixed,
substantially constructed safe inside every vehicle carrying controlled substances.



Personnel Handling & End-of-Shift Protocols

Requirement 4 — Personnel Carry Policy
Controlled substances may only be on a person's body or in a jump bag during an active emergency

response. Between calls, during breaks, meals, and at the end of a shift, controlled substances must be

returned to a compliant safe immediately. Personnel may not carry controlled substances outside of

active patient care.

21 CFR 1301.80(d)

Requirement 5 — End-of-Shift Protocol
At the end of every shift without exception, controlled substances must be secured back in a compliant

safe. This must be governed by a written, enforced protocol. Informal or verbal agreements are not

sufficient. Supervisors are responsible for verifying compliance.

21 CFR 1301.80(c)

The era of informal "we usually do it" policies is over. The DEA requires written,
enforced protocols for controlled substance handling at every point in the shift cycle.



Recordkeeping & Audit Readiness

REQUIREMENT 6 — RECORDKEEPING COMPLETENESS
Agency records must capture ALL of the following data fields for every controlled substance event:

• Drug name and quantity

• Administration details (dose, route, time)

• Patient identification

• Administering personnel initials

• Authorizing medical professional

• Disposal witness (if applicable)

21 CFR §1304.27(a)

Requirement 7 — Records Readily Retrievable
Agencies must be able to immediately produce 2 years of controlled substance records during an

unannounced DEA inspection. "Readily retrievable" means available on demand. If it takes your agency

hours or days to compile records, you do not meet this standard.

21 CFR §1304.04(a)

If the DEA walks in today, can you hand them complete records for the last 2 years? If
not, your agency has a critical compliance gap.



DEA Registration & Compliance Action Plan

Requirement 8 — DEA Registration
EMS agencies must register with the DEA under the new per-state registration model. This is a

significant change from the previous per-location registration approach. Each state in which your

agency operates requires a separate registration.

DEA EMS Final Rule 2026 — Registration Requirements

COMPLIANCE ACTION CHECKLIST

■ Verify DEA registration status under new per-state model

■ Audit all vehicles carrying controlled substances for compliant safes

■ Ensure every vehicle type (ambulances, fire apparatus, supervisor trucks) is equipped

■ Implement written policy for vehicle security when unattended

■ Create written personnel carry policy limiting possession to active response

■ Establish enforced end-of-shift controlled substance return protocol

■ Audit recordkeeping for all required data fields

■ Ensure 2 years of records are immediately retrievable digitally

Official Resources

• Federal Register: DEA EMS Final Rule —

federalregister.gov/documents/2026/02/05/2026-02288/

• DEA Diversion Control Division — deadiversion.usdoj.gov



Need Help Getting Compliant?
MedixSafe has helped thousands of EMS agencies, fire departments, and health systems achieve

and maintain DEA compliance. Our vehicle safes are specifically engineered for EMS

environments, and our cloud-based recordkeeping platform captures every required data field

automatically.

Schedule a Compliance Review

medixsafe.com/contact

Take the Free Compliance Assessment

medixsafe.com/compliance-assessment
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