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Personal Introduction
• 26 years as a prosecutor 

• 20 years doing Policy & Legislation for the Pennsylvania District Attorneys’ 
Association

• 2 years as Executive Director of the President’s Commission on Model 
State Drug Laws

• 5 years as Pennsylvania’s first Secretary of the PA Department of Drug 
& Alcohol Programs

• President/CEO of NAMSDL for the past year



What is NAMSDL?
• National Alliance for Model State Drug Laws
• We aim to:

• Dedicate research and drafting efforts to a comprehensive approach to substance 
abuse disorders

• Support the collaboration between law enforcement, prevention, intervention, 
treatment, recovery supports, and overdose abatement

• Embody policies and practices in model state drug laws
• Provide technical assistance

• State and local officials
• Stakeholders who share our mission 

• Help our nation free itself from substance abuse disorders and the far-reaching 
problems associated with these disorders 



America’s Current Epidemic: How Bad Is It?

• Worst iatrogenic epidemic in the 
history of humanity

• More Americans will die of this 
epidemic than died in World War II

• Overdose deaths have quadrupled 
between 1999 and 2017

• 2017: More than 72,000 Americans 
died from overdoses

Source: Center for Disease Control 



What About Alaska?
• Opioid overdose deaths in Alaska 

have increased 77% in the past 
decade

• In 2017, more than 100 Alaskans 
died from opioid overdoses

• The Anchorage Region showed the 
highest rates of opioid overdose 
death

• 2010: 12.5 people per 100,000 
• 2017: 20.4 people per 100,000



Worst, But Not First. 
• This is America’s worst drug epidemic, but it’s not America’s first.

• The First Heroin Epidemic of the 1960s and 1970s
• The Cocaine (Crack) Epidemic of the 1980s
• The Methamphetamine (Ice) Epidemic of the 1990s



Substance Abuse Disorders Constantly Take a Toll
• Nearly one out of three families has 

suffered with a family member 
addicted to drugs or alcohol 

• Substance abuse disorders are 
connected to over 60% of the 
crimes in America

• The number of pregnant women 
addicted to opioids as they give 
birth has more than quadrupled 
since 1999 

• 2014: for every 1,000 hospital 
deliveries, 6.5 were mothers who 
arrived at the hospital with opioid use 
disorder



Why Does This Keep Happening to Us? 

The answers aren’t simple. 



What Did We Do Then?

• Colonial Times
• Widespread “Public Drunkenness” 
• Public response: Punishment
• Dr. Benjamin Rush

• Founding father
• Maybe this is a disease that can be treated.

“Who can calculate the extensive influence of a drunken
husband or wife upon the property and morals of their
families, and of the waste of the former, and corruption
of the latter, upon the order and happiness of society?”

-Dr. Benjamin Rush



What Are We Doing Today?
• 2017 Surgeon General’s Report on 

Alcohol, Drugs, and Health
• 78 people die every day in the United States from 

an opioid overdose
• Nearly quadrupled since 1999

• Despite the fact that we have treatments we 
know are effective, only one in five people who 
currently need treatment for opioid use disorders 
is actually receiving it

• Largely due to lack of funding

• Though less documented, prevention is similarly 
under-resourced

• Loss of federal “Safe and Drug Free Schools” funding in 
2010 – never restored

• Affordable Care Act requires the majority of 
health plans and insurers to offer prevention, 
screening, interventions, and other forms of 
treatment for substance abuse disorders

“We need to see addiction as a chronic disease, and not as a 
moral failing.” –Jerome Adams, current US Surgeon General



What Are the Consequences of Under-Resourcing?
• Vulnerability to one epidemic after another.

• Epidemics will never stop until substance abuse 
disorders are funded like other illnesses. 

• More crime.
• Many who don’t get treatment will lose jobs, 

homes, families, and will get locked up.

• Higher taxes.
• The past 25 years of research consistently show 

that every dollar spent on treatment saves 
taxpayers seven dollars. 

• Savings in criminal justice, healthcare, child welfare, 
workplace costs, etc. 



Why is This Epidemic the Worst in History?

• Quadrupling of opioid prescribing 
over the past 20 years 

• Pharmaceutical opioid industry 
claimed there was little to no risk 
of addiction 

• Health care officials and policy 
makers believed them



Profits of Opioid Manufacturers

• For example, one opioid manufacturer:

• Increased its earnings from a few billion in 2007 to $31 billion by 2016

• Earned $35 billion in 2017, a $4 billion increase in just one year

• Is currently being sued by 22 states, and 3 more states have lawsuits in the works 



Dreamland by Sam Quinones



Impact of Increased Rx Opioids
• The quadrupling of prescription opioids 

has tripled the amount of prescription 
drug abuse in the United States since 
1990 (source: NCBI)

• 54 million American people over the age 
of 12 have used prescription drugs for 
nonmedical reasons in their lifetime

• More people report using prescription 
drugs than cocaine, heroin, and meth 
combined (source: SAMHSA)

• That puts prescription drugs second behind 
marijuana in illicit drug use in the U.S.



Shift In Public Policy
• Prescription Drug Monitoring 

Programs (PDMPs)
• Prescribing Guidelines
• Patient Informed Consent
• Statutory Limitations on 

Prescribing
• Drug Take-Back Programs



These Programs Work
• According to the CDC, the 

implementation of these programs and 
policies has created a drastic 
improvement since 2006:

• The annual prescribing rate by doctors 
dropped 13% (from 81 prescriptions per 
100 people to 71 prescriptions per 100 
people)

• High-dose prescribing fell 41%
• The overall amount of opioids prescribed 

in the U.S. dropped 18%
• 2010: Peaked at 782 MMEs (morphine 

milligram equivalents) per capita
• 2015: Averaged 640 MMEs per capita



Then Why are Overdose Deaths Increasing?

• If these programs are working, 
why are overdose deaths 
continuing to rise? 

• 2016: 64,000
• 2017: 72,000

• Because we forgot something 
very important.



What About Those Already Addicted?
• What about those who were already 

addicted to prescription opioids 
when the strong prescribing 
programs and policies went into 
effect?

• Lack of substance abuse disorder 
intervention protocols

• An addiction treatment infrastructure 
that meets only 10% of need

• A deeply ingrained culture that 
stigmatizes those with addiction

• Opioid-seeking, substance-dependent 
patients being “fired” by their doctors



Where Can They Get Drugs?

• If they are already 
dependent on opioids, 
where do these 
individuals go to get 
their drugs?

• Short answer: The 
street.



What Do They Find on the Street?
• Supply is down and 

pricing is up for 
prescription opioids

• So, individuals cross a 
line they never would 
have imagined, and 
resort to…

HEROIN.



One who buys heroin today does not know what he or she is getting.

All too often, the heroin comes with a deadly bonus….



FENTANYL
50 times more powerful than heroin.



CARFENTANIL
5,000 times more powerful than heroin.



We, as a nation, 
are enduring the 

perfect storm. 



What can we do about this?  

There are answers: programs and policies that WORK.



Screening and Interventions: Training & Protocols

• Doctors, nurses, and pharmacists
• Police officers
• EMS workers
• Teachers, coaches, school 

counselors



Criminal Justice as an Intervention Tool
• Diverting to Treatment (rather than 

jail) results in safer communities
• Criminal recidivism by those getting 

clinically sound treatment is reduced 
by about 70%

• Police-assisted intervention
• Drug Courts

• Proven to reduce crime, save taxpayer 
money, and save lives.



More Treatment Methods
• Long-term residential therapeutic 

community
• Women and children’s therapeutic 

communities that preserve the 
family unit

• Programs like the Akeela House in 
Anchorage, which offers long-term 
residential treatment in a 
therapeutic setting

• Medications, where clinically 
helpful (individualized clinical 
determination)



Can We Afford Treatment?
• Better question: can we afford not to 

provide treatment? 
• Much more crime and crime victims
• Huge criminal justice costs

• Every dollar spent on treatment saves taxpayers 
seven dollars in reduced criminal justice costs

• Child protective services costs
• Catastrophic health care costs

• Substance abuse-cause diseases like hepatitis-C, 
HIV, AIDS, cirrhosis, heart disease, dental 
deterioration, etc. 

• Workplace costs 
• Theft, absenteeism, accidents



More and Better Prevention
• Mandatory K-12 Prevention programs

• Example: Botvin LifeSkills Training, shown to be effective 
by University of Colorado’s Blueprints for Healthy Youth 
Development

• Sustained throughout the year and integrated into the 
curriculum

• “Scared straight” programs do not work—and in fact 
increase drug use.

• Aimed at building strong character, resistance to 
destructive peer pressure, self-determination, and good 
values

• Evidence-based PR campaigns 
• PDMPs, Prescribing Guidelines, Take-Back 

Programs
• Primary care doctors speaking with patients



Greater Use of Recovery Community Resources
• Using recovery coaches for 

interventions
• Warm hand-off of overdose 

survivors
• Supporting individuals in 

treatment
• Helping these individuals 

transition out of treatment 
into recovery-support 
networks. 



Keep People Alive, So We Can Get Them Better

• Naloxone Policies
• First responders

• EMS
• Firefighters
• Police

• Standing order and universal access



The Good News.

We know what works.

23 MILLION Americans are living the rich, full, productive lives of recovery from 
drug and alcohol addiction. 



The Good News.
America will grow and learn from this healthcare catastrophe.

We all must be determined,
with every cell in our bodies,

that the half-million Americans dying in this epidemic
shall not die in vain.



NAMSDL’s Strength is in its Partnerships 

Gary Tennis, President/CEO, National Alliance for Model State Drug Laws 
Email: gtennis@namsdl.org Office: 703.836.6100 Mobile: 215.806.6734
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