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A METHOD OF LISTENING

150+ interviews:
Law enforcement, 
lawyers, judges, 
doctors, nurses, 
social workers, 
government 
officials, activists, 
families, and 
people in 
recovery



WHAT WE KNOW: HIGH LETHALITY

Drug Overdose 
Deaths 2010-2017

Among 70,237 drug overdose deaths 
in 2017, 47,600 involved opioids.
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NOT DEATHS OF DESPAIR: MECHANISMS



INITIAL LEGAL PATHWAY   

2017 Opioid Overdose 
Deaths by Race & Ethnicity

White Americans have higher 
opioid overdose rates, but they 
also have greater access to 
prescription opioids within the 
healthcare system.

Hispanic Americans are 22 percent less 
likely to be prescribed opioids relative to 
white Americans, while Black Americans 
are 29 percent less likely to receive them 
(Meghani et al. 2012).
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INITIAL LEGAL PATHWAY

2017 Age-Adjusted 
Opioid Prescription 
Rate Per 1,000 
Population

New York’s 
highest 
prescribing 
rates are in 
rural areas. 

Source: CDC overdose data



2017 Opioid Prescription Rate per 100 people 
(blue) and Treatment Options (+)

Opioid Overdose Death Rate per 100,000 
(blue) and Treatment Options (+)

INITIAL LEGAL PATHWAY

Hitting hardest the areas without infrastructure to deal with 
opioid addiction

Source: CDC data



THE VIEW FROM THE FRONTLINES



Now they just dump him there with no money, no food, no way to get it, 
you are on your own. So, if you expect him to survive, you know, he’s not 
going to, but that’s where he is right now, he’s struggling. There is no job 
placement program he has no transportation, he has no job, he has to go 
to out-patient during the week at different times, he has to… buy his own 
food. I imagine, he was still waiting to get a… you know… uhmmm I don’t 
know what it’s called because it’s foreign to me… but, you know, help, 
social service help, I guess.

– mom

“



They think they’re above the services …so, they’re much harder to deal 
with. And those have been the most problematic in terms of having to run 
around in circles and get services to work, you know. Where it’s like, ‘I- I 
am not like other people.’ Well, yeah you are, you have a heroin problem. 
You’re like other people…Any kinds of rules, or any kind of oversight, they 
think they’re above the oversight. Look, my home’s clean, my kids are. 
Yeah, but if you’re mainlining heroin when your kid’s home, it’s a problem 
in the same way. 

– provider

“



ADDRESSING THE CRISIS

SPILLOVERS
+ Healthcare
+ Criminal Justice
+ Families 
+ Foster Care
+ Schools
+ Labor and Workforce



ADDRESSING THE CRISIS

RURAL 
CHALLENGES + Access

+ Transportation 
+ Aftercare
+ Housing 
+ Capacity



A DISCONNECT: The Beds Problem



BARRIERS NOT 
INFORMATION

+ Medical model (hospitals) 
+ Admissions criteria (treatment facilities)
+ Staff shortages (everywhere) 
+ Other life complications (family, work, transportation)

ADDRESSING THE CRISIS



ADDRESSING THE CRISIS

PEOPLE ON THE 
FRONTLINES 
WANT YOU TO 
KNOW

People are suffering. People are hurting….Walk into one of these rat 
den buildings that they rent out in Newburgh. And say if I had to live 
there every night, what would it be like for me? You know. How easy 
would it be to get up and look for a job if I…have rats and 
cockroaches…where I have to put cotton balls in my kid’s ears so a 
roach doesn’t crawl into their ear and get stuck there. You know, see 
what people live through, not with [a] camera, by yourself. 

Go out with one of my caseworkers one day. And see what they have 
to do in a day to help families.

--provider



ADDRESSING THE CRISIS

THEY OFTEN FEEL 
FORGOTTEN

If it’s a crisis, why don’t you treat it like one?

--mom



TAKEAWAYS 
FOR HUMAN 
SERVICES

CONCLUSION

+ Existing infrastructure to treat addiction is not 
located where problem has hit hardest.

+ Families are coming into contact with programs 
and services they may not have experienced 
before.

+ Opioids have a broad impact on communities 
+ People in local communities want government 

actors to listen to them and understand the 
problem they are facing.
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