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SANTA CRUZ COUNTY

OPIOID SAFETY DATA REPORT:
Preventing Opioid Overdose Deaths
and Managing Pain Safely

Each day, 46 people die from an overdose of prescription
painkillers in the United States.
CDC Vital Signs 2014

A Nationwide Public Health Crisis
Since the late 1990's, opioid use has skyrocketed
across America. In 2014, 18,893 Americans died from
prescription opioid overdoses—more deaths than any
previous year, and more than quadruple the deaths in
1999. Almost no other major cause of death in America
has increased so rapidly.
Those who lose their lives from opioid overdoses are
not the only ones affected. The opioid epidemic
hollows out families and communities. It presents a
daunting challenge to health care providers, to law
enforcement, and to society as a whole.
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Comparing annual deaths in the U.S. by opioid pain relievers, heroin, and
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Source: CDC Wonder, FBI Uniform Crime Repor ting
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Drug overdose deaths have skyrocketed in nearly every county in the United States, largely due to prescription
opioids and heroin. Source: CDC, New York Times

What are opioids?
Opioids are natural and synthetic forms of opium that
are widely used as painkillers. Opium is extracted from
the opium poppy plant which contains chemicals used
to produce opioid painkillers such as morphine.
Opioids include other prescription medications, such as
hydrocodone (Vicodin or Norco), oxycodone (Percocet
or Oxycontin), fentanyl, codeine, and methadone.
Opiate pain relieving medications like morphine allow
for modern surgical procedures and palliative care of
cancer patients. However, since the 1990's, clinicians
have prescribed opioids for more conditions, longer
durations, and at higher doses than at any other time
in the past. The widespread increase in opioid
prescribing was largely born from misleading claims by
pharmaceutical companies about the risks of harm and
addiction to individuals taking such medications.
The illegal drug heroin is also an opioid. As
prescription opioid overuse has risen, so too has heroin
addiction.

Why are opioids so
dangerous?
Even when taken as directed, prescription opioids can
lead to heightened tolerance causing you to need to
take more of the medication for the same pain relief.
The body's physical dependence results in symptoms
of withdrawal when the medication is stopped.
Withdrawal symptoms can include increased
sensitivity to pain, constipation, nausea, vomiting, dry
mouth, sleepiness, dizziness, confusion, depression,
low energy and strength, itching, and sweating.
Consuming too many opioids can stop a person's
breathing and can lead to death.

In 2012 alone, doctors prescribed 259 million painkillers enough doses to medicate every American, every four hours, for
a month.
CDC Vital Signs, 2014

The Epidemic in California
Opioid prescribing and overdose patterns vary widely
across California's 58 counties, with the nor thern
counties bearing the brunt of the epidemic.
Certain areas in California have some of the highest opioid
overdose death rates in the United States.

Opioid Prescription Rate per 1,000
Residents, by County
Source: CURES PDMP

Prescription Opioid Deaths per 100,000
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Source: CDPH Vital Statistics
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The Epidemic in Santa Cruz
In Santa Cruz County, enough
opioids are prescribed for
every man, woman, and child
to be medicated around the
clock for 6 weeks each year.
Source: CHCF via CURES prescription data

Santa Cruz County's opioid prescription rate (number of prescriptions per 1,000 residents) has slowly decreased
in over the last

ve years. However, the local prescription rate for opioids remains much higher than the state

average. In fact, in 2015 Santa Cruz County ranked 9th among 58 California counties for its high opioid overdose
death rate.
When local opioid prescription rates are high, more people die of drug overdoses. Similarly, when opioid
prescription rates decrease, the community sees a decrease in related overdose deaths.

Opioid Prescription Rate per 1,000 Residents by Year and Region
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Source: CURES PDMP
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The nationwide opioid epidemic may cost more than $70 billion dollars annually - including loss of workplace
productivity and law enforcement costs related to diversion of drugs, as well as health care expenditures.
More impor tantly, the epidemic is taking its toll in local communities, like the cities and towns in Santa Cruz
County. In 2015 alone, 29 county residents lost their lives by overdosing on opioids.

Source: CDC Repor t, 2015

“We have to stop treating addiction as a
moral failing, and start seeing it for
what it is: a chronic disease that must
be treated with urgency and
compassion.”
Dr. Vivek H. Mur thy, United States Surgeon General

Approaches to Reducing Opioid
Overdose Deaths
Reducing opioid overdose deaths is an urgent health policy
concern.
Two approaches have been proven to lower death rates: widespread access to an overdose antidote (naloxone),
and addiction treatment with medication (e.g. buprenorphine). In combination with counseling and behavioral
therapies, both naloxone and buprenorphine are a par t of medication assisted treatment (MAT), a treatment
method for substance use disorders and recovery sustainability.

Naloxone (also known as
Narcan) is a medication that

Kaytlyn Garland- Recovery is Possible

immediately reverses the effects of
opioids, preventing death in
someone whose breathing has
slowed or stopped due to opioids.
Naloxone can be given by nasal
spray or injection by a lay person
with some basic training on its use.
It is harmless if used accidentally.
It can be obtained at a pharmacy
without a prescription and can
be dispensed to friends and family
at community events. It can also be
put in the hands of

rst

responders, to make sure this lifesaving medication is given in time.
By the time someone gets to a
hospital, it is often too late.

Who is affected?
For many people in Santa Cruz County, opioid overuse is issue that affects
them personally. Kaytlyn Garland is a 23 year old from Santa Cruz. She
tells us her experience with opioids, sparked by a surplus of pain
medication she received from her dentist that ultimately lead to heroin
use. She tells us how she found her path to recovery after saving her
boyfriend's life using the opioid-agonist Naloxone, also known as Narcan.
Changing prescribing practices and increasing naloxone availability can
save lives.

“I had heard about prescription drugs, but I had no
idea what I was in for.”
Kaytlyn Garland, 23 years, Santa Cruz County resident

Buprenorphine is a medication used as a treatment for pain or opioid addiction. It has been shown to dramatically
lower the risk of death for people with addiction, compared to addiction treatment without any medication.
Buprenorphine brings normalcy to a chaotic lifestyle, lessens cravings and withdrawal symptoms, and reduces
illicit drug use, criminal activity, and transmission of HIV and hepatitis C.

Medication-assisted treatment is an effective response to opioid use disorder, combining the use of medications
(methadone, buprenorphine, or naltrexone) with counseling and behavioral therapies. Only about 1 in 4 people
with opioid addiction can stay sober without medication, but only 10-20% of people needing addiction treatment
are able to

nd it. The measure of active buprenorphine prescribers in Santa Cruz County is a way to understand

how available effective treatment is to our community members who desperately need it.

Call to Action
Together we can address this epidemic, through coalition work, uniting providers, health plans, prescribers, law
enforcement, as well as public health advocates, treatment center workers, victims, and concerned citizens.
Together we can change how pain is managed while still treating people in pain.
To learn more about our local coalition work, visit SafeRx Santa Cruz County.

Community Resources

To learn more about substance use disorders and a compassionate local response, visit:
Talk About It Santa Cruz County
To learn about local treatment options, visit:
Recovery Wave - County of Santa Cruz Health Services Agency Alcohol and Drug Abuse Services
Alcohol and Drug Services - County of Santa Cruz Health Services Agency
References

The data in this story come from two main sources:
Controlled Substance Utilization Review and Evaluation System (CURES) , a database of Schedule II, III and IV
controlled substance prescriptions dispensed in California.
The California Depar tment of Public Health (CDPH), which provides access to public health data, including opioidrelated death and emergency depar tment statistics.
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About SafeRx Santa Cruz County

SafeRx Santa Cruz County is a coalition of social service, government, and
healthcare organizations dedicated to aligning and accelerating existing
effor ts around safety, awareness, and best practices for prescription pain
medication. This work is being done by shifting the culture of prescription
medication from one of high prescribing and use, to one of judicious
prescribing and improved health, while ensuring a safe and
compassionate community for patients, medical and behavioral health
providers, and all Santa Cruz County residents.
Although the coalition has made great strides in working to improve the
culture of opioid prescribing and misuse in the county, there is still much to
look forward to. In the coming months, SafeRx Santa Cruz County plans to
pilot opioid prescribing guidelines at a local community clinic, develop and
explore resources for the management of opioid failure, increase
community distribution and training of Naloxone, suppor t the development
of policies and procedures for access to medication-assisted treatment in
primary care, and improve communication between patients, providers,
and the wider community.
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