County sees emerging crisis with addictive painkiller
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Tlathead County experts say illegally manufactured fentanyl is now prevalent throughout the greater valley, and that issues associated with the highly
addictive painkiller may prove to be the most challenging leg yet in Montana’s battle against the ongoing opioid epidemic.

Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid that, according to the United States Drug Enforcement Administration, is up to 100 times stronger than morphine.
Although pharmaceutical fentanyl has been used for decades to treat severe pain — typically advanced cancer pain — illicit forms of the opioid are
being distributed through drug markets in mass quantities.

According to the Centers for Disease Contral and Prevention (CDC), it is often mixed with heroin, cocaine, methamphetamine, and other drugs as a
“combination product” to increase the euphoric effects of drugs. This is typically done without the user’s knowledge, which increases the likelihood of
an overdose given fentanyl’s high degree of potency.

“Within the last few years illicit drug manufacturers have figured out that it’s cheaper and easier for them to manufacture and distribute fentanyl than
it is. say. heroin. So they are either combining fentanyl with the other less potent drugs, or in some cases fentanyl has replaced them all together,” said
Dr. Robert Sherrick. chief medical officer at Community Medical Services in Kalispell. “A very small amount of fentanyl is all that is required to get your
dose and people are going over that limit more often.”

Experts like Sherrick, who has worked in addiction medicine since the early 1990s, said illegal fentanyl is most likely one of the reasons the country is
experiencing a significant increase in both intentional and unintentional overdoses.

I'lathead City-County Health Department HIV Prevention Specialist Shawna Himsl agrees, and said clients who utilize the county’s Syringe Exchange
Program, which is essentially a wrap-around service for those who use injectable drugs, are reporting overdoses at alarming rates.

FROM MARCH
2020, when COVID-19 began, through December 2020, Himsl saw 324 total visitations [rom program participants —a figure that includes people who
came in more than once. But in the first seven months of 2021 alone, her office has already seen 302 visits.

In addition, 109 individual clients have reported this year that either themselves, or someone they know, overdosed at least once within the six months
leading up to their visit. There are several individuals who have overdosed at least twice this month alone.

As part of her program, Himsl provides participants with various objects free-of-charge, including clean syringes, fentanyl testing strips and an opioid
emergency kit in the event they might overdose. The program aims to, among other things, prevent intravenous drug users from sharing needles and
provide a clearer picture of what sort of substances might be in the drugs they are using.



So far tus year, Himsl has also given out more than 1,000 fentanyl festing strips, which detect the presence of the painkiiter, but are unahle to guantily
how much might bedn any givert drug or substance. Hirasi said program participants, who she speaks with anenymously for data gathering and other
redsons, are finding fentanyl in just about everything,

“They're discovering i¢in marijuana, cocaine, meth, heroin, you namei1, and because 1t's 5o much stronger thin pther drugs they may e used to taking,
they don't know how to dose accordingly” Himsl said. “This has pretty much gotten to a point where people are anticipating an overdose when they
gse.” .

FLATHEAD COUNTY'S
emergirig fentanyl ¢risis is not unigue by any means, and ifanything, experts say Montana Is lte to the game.

Accoiding to Sherrick, who alsa works for Logan Health Behavioral Heaith, the EnstCoast and other parts of the country already have spenl years
trying to-quell ristng rates of synthetic oplofd-related overdoses — an‘event the CDC has said is being influenced by fentanyl.

Ir: one réport, the organization said synthetic oploid-involved death rates increased by dver 15% from 2018 t¢ 2019, and accounted for neatly 73% of ail
opivid-related deaths in 2018, The rate of everdose deaths involving synthetic opinids were more than 11 dines higher in.201% than in 2613,

Actording (¢ the study, “..reports indicate that increasés in synthetic oploid-invalved deaths are being driven by increases in fentanyl-involved
averdose deaths, and the seurce-of the fertanylis mere likely to be ilicitly manufactured than pharmaceutical.”

In that pariicular report, Montana, Wyoming, the Daketas and a handful of other states were considered by the orgasization to have experienced littie
change in syntheticorelated opicid deathis from 2016 to 2019,

But according to Sherrick, Himsi and others, 2019 is the year femtanyl startgd really inundating the locdl drug marker

“Montanahas a tendericy to be behind the curve on some of these trends, In part becanss we ave so ruraland it takes these drugs longer to be
distributed around. Bug it fertainly has come up as.a more major issue i the Jast-few years and it will eniitinge to becorie & big problem,” said Sherrick
who combines counseling with medication-assisted treatiments, including methadone apd suboxone, to help patients with their opiaid addictions. “This
is very sericus. A fentanyl addiction is harder totreat than & herain addiction even, It's been a major estalation from the opioid epidemic we've ail
knewn for some time now”

flathead County Sherif Brinn Heino noted it was.aboutone yedr age when his office seized its first majar cellection of pills confaining fentanyl. Since
then, there have been séveral other incidents,

Heina said his office 1§ primarily finding the opioid i meth, keroine and pressed pills, and considers Tentahyl 1o e a more secions issue than other
opioids given its addictive qualities and {t5 ties to increasing overdose rates.

“As with any-trend that lias such a high risk 1o public safety. meaning the death of the tiser of courde, it i5 the mist concerning and a primary concern
for dur community,” Heino said,

MONTANA'S CURRENT

batle with drug overdoses was partially capiured in a separate report from the CDC released éarlier s month, The study focused on total drug
pverdose deaths, not just those specific to fentanyl, noting 3t was difficuli to discern which deaths could be alivibuted to one specific drug since many
incidents involved multiple substances.

Regardless, the vepart shows from December 2019 w Decerber 2020, the nation's drug overdose deaths soared 30%, And in Monsana specifically, thal
increase was neatly 13%, with the state réporting 13% overdose deathis in 2019 and 157 in 2020, though the CNC labeled that figure as “anderreported
due 0 incomplete data.”

Flathead County's nunybers are pacing with those statewide overdose irends as well,

According 10 data provided by Logan Health representatives, rhe hospital saw 49 overdose patienits in 2019 and 55 in 2020 for a year-over-year increase
of roughly 11%. Those numbers inclnde unintentional and intentional overdoses. and also include al drug-related overdoses, not just fentanyl, though
Sherrick said he has “romplete confidence” that the painkiller conteibuted (o the inerease.

In fts report, the CDC also points (o the COVID-19 pandemic as a reasor for the starthing jump in pationwide pverdoses. When heaith-tare entities closed
their doors 1o most in-person visliation, treatment facilities for substarice-nge disorders were invhuded in that mix. Add 1o those shutdowns a significant
increase in day-to-day stress and depression and Sherrick said the pandesic created the “perfectstorm® for those batiling alcshol and drug addictions,

ALTHOUGH THE

crisis may have taken off during the start of the pandemic in 2020, there is evidence that fentanyl-related problems are only worsening heading inte
2021,

In late June, state officials announced that the Montana Department of Justice’s $1ate Crime Lab reported 41 fentanybrelated deaths in 2020, up Irom 19
in 2019, And from January through May of this year, that dead (ol had already reached 22, including 11 statevide in Aprii alohe,

n a prepared statement, Gov. Greg Gianforte said “This trend is extremely concerning and adds to the already existing deadly and costly impacr illegal
drugs have in Montana communities.”

The notice also said Arrorney General Austin Kandsen and the Department of Justice will continue 1o work with local law enforcement and other ssates
to “investigate the situation.”

Agency officials’ knowledge of the turrent situation align with that of local experts, who say fentanyl is being sold essentially 2s a substitute for heroin
meant for injection, or in the form of counterfeit piils, In & prepared statement, Knudsen emphasized the need for tighter border security as one
possible solation to the problem.

“This is an ongeing investigation., but we know that counterféis pills laced with fentany! are manufactured averseas and smuggled across the border
before toaning to Montana. The federal government must secure the border and stop the flow of dritgs into our country,” he said.

In terms of other possible solitions, Heino said he believes prosecution of those who sell, transpart and produce the fentanyl is an impertant factor in
addressing the issue. He also mentioned the importance of education and public awareness, as did Fimsl

Sherrick believes tive biggest problem is the stigma surrounding subsiance-use disorders.



“A lot of people will look at someone struggling with an opioid or drug abuse problem and think ‘that person just doesn’t have the willpower to say no.’
and unfortunately that shows a very deep misunderstanding of the concept of addiction,” Sherrick said. “Those struggling with addiction need a lot of

support.”

Reporter Kianna Gardner may be reached at kgardner@dailyinterlake.com.
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