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I. Introduction


On December 3rd, the Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Donovan Richards, Jr., and the Committee on Mental Health, Disabilities, and Addiction, chaired by Council Member Diana Ayala, will hold a hearing to address the Bronx opioid crisis, from enforcement, to safe spaces, to treatment. Among those invited to testify are representatives from the New York Police Department (“NYPD”), the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene (“DOHMH”), advocates, and other interested parties. 
II. Background: The Bronx Opioid Crisis
The Bronx is an epicenter of the United States opioid drug crises. It was reported last year that “nowhere in the city has the trajectory of opioid addiction been as complex as in the Bronx, where overdose deaths were declining until a new surge began at the turn of the decade, and where more residents are lost to overdoses than anywhere else in the city. On Bronx streets, the epidemic’s devastation is next door, down the street, all around.”

The severity of the drug crisis in the South Bronx cannot be overstated. In 2017, there were 1,487 unintentional drug overdose deaths in New York City and more than eight in ten (82%) of those overdose deaths involved an opioid.
 A DOHMH study
 cited two neighborhoods in the South Bronx as having unintentional overdose rates more than double the city average: Highbridge-Morrisania (44.0 per 100,000) and Hunts Point-Mott Haven (46.2 per 100,000).

While drug use death rates in the City increased at a slower pace in 2017, statistics show that overdose deaths in New York City continue to remain at epidemic levels.
 According to DOHMH:

· Every six hours, someone dies of a drug overdose in New York City;
· More New Yorkers die of drug overdoses than homicides, suicides, and motor vehicle crashes combined;
· Fentanyl, a highly potent opioid, is involved in approximately half of all overdose deaths; and
· From April 1, 2017 to March 31, 2018, the Bronx and Staten Island neighborhoods continued to experience the highest rates of overdose deaths.
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Neighborhoods with rates of overdose death among residents exceeding the New York City average, 2017
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Top five New York City neighborhoods: Rates of unintentional drug poisoning (overdose) deaths by neighborhood of residence, 2017

A 2017 New York County Health Rankings survey revealed the following statistics:

· The Bronx was rated the “worst place to live for ‘quality of life’” in New York with 28% of Bronx residents reported to have only poor to fair health;
· 43% of the children in the Bronx live in poverty; and
· Of the 62 New York communities ranked for the survey, the Bronx came in last on the list measuring health based on data from various factors including high school graduation rates, obesity, smoking, mental health, unemployment, access to healthy foods, the quality of air and water, income inequality and teen births. 

In short, the Bronx continues to disproportionately experience the opioid epidemic and related socioeconomic inequities. 
II. Addressing the Crisis through Enforcement, Harm Reduction, and Healthcare
Current Resources and Budget Allocations to Address the Crisis

In March 2017, the de Blasio Administration launched HealingNYC,
 an initiative to reduce opioid overdose deaths in New York City. Initial funding totaled approximately $11.3 million in Fiscal 2018 – and $44.4 million over five years – for DOHMH to expand naloxone distribution and harm reduction services and to implement targeted community outreach and public awareness campaigns, among other programs. The Office of the Chief Medical Examiner (OCME), which falls under DOHMH, also received approximately $549,000 in Fiscal 2018 to fund forensic toxicology and fentanyl testing work.

The Fiscal 2018 Budget allocated an additional $38.1 million in Fiscal 2018 and $34.5 million in Fiscal 2019 to HealingNYC, including about $10 million to DOHMH in Fiscal 2019, $1.3 million to OCME, and $7 million to New York City Health + Hospitals Corporation (H+H). H+H funding included $2 million in Fiscal 2019, in addition to $4.8 million in Fiscal 2018, to implement addiction medicine consult teams. The $5 million annual allocation to H+H’s Correctional Health Services supports various opioid prevention and treatment programs and services. 

The Fiscal 2018 Budget also allocated $17.8 million and 134 positions in baselined funding to NYPD to conduct opioid enforcement. The Department of Social Services also received $86,000 to fund one position and the Department of Homeless Services received $182,000 to support two positions in the Fiscal 2018 Budget. The Fiscal 2019 Budget provided an additional $20 million in annual funding to HealingNYC, including $11.3 million to DOHMH, $7.2 million to H+H, and $656,000 to the Mayor’s Office of Criminal Justice (MOCJ). The Offices of the Bronx and Richmond District Attorneys received funding to support the HOPE Program – an initiative that diverts people arrested on low-level drug offenses into treatment rather than the criminal justice system.
In Fiscal 2019, the NYC Council established the Opioid Prevention and Treatment Initiative in order to fund neighborhood-based prevention and treatment efforts around opioid abuse. The $2 million initiative supports individuals with substance abuse issues as well as the family members of people who use drugs. The initiative supports 10 organizations throughout the City, including syringe exchange programs. 
Enforcement
For decades, the City’s efforts to curb drug use has focused on deterrence through arrest and prosecution. Arrests for possession of small amounts of drugs like cocaine and heroin, combined with mandatory maximum penalties for repeat offenders advocated by Mayor Michael Bloomberg and District Attorneys’ offices in all five boroughs
 led to the frequent incarceration of many low-level users and addicts with no evidence of a reduction in drug use. In an effort to reduce the City’s jail population and in recognition of the lack of evidence that arrest and detention meaningfully contributes to recovery and reduces recidivism, stakeholders in the criminal justice system have more recently sought to treat addiction as a health issue rather than a criminal issue and rely more heavily on alternatives to incarceration, drug court, and community-based solutions. As the opioid crisis has taken hold in New York City, and given the reluctance to sweep the problem back onto Rikers Island, addiction has once again become a visible problem in some of the City’s most vulnerable communities such as the South Bronx. 

In order to specifically target systemic issues surrounding addiction, rather than the users themselves, the New York City Police Department established Overdose Response Squads.
 The Bronx Overdose Squad was launched with a new first-responder concept of aggressively targeting, investigating, and prosecuting drug dealers, with outreach support to addicts and substance abusers who may be witnesses.
 The Overdose Squad typically works backwards to identify drug dealers by testing drugs at the scene of an overdose. If a connection can be made, the department can make an arrest for the fatal overdose. With the use of databases, the police department creates maps to track clusters of drugs with specific identifiers that have led to overdoses. These maps aid the Overdose Squad in tracking the prevalence of specific drugs and identifying who the dealers may be. 

The Bronx Overdose Squad has worked to reduce the presence of public substance use and fatal overdoses in areas that saw a high volume of activity. Until June of 2018, West 183rd and Jerome Avenue in the Bronx was an “open drug market” and epicenter of both fatal and non-fatal overdoses.
 The Overdose Squad, in conjunction with the Federal Bureau of Investigations, arrested 18 individuals who were alleged to have trafficked heroin connected to several fatal and non-fatal overdoses.

Questions remain about the effectiveness of addressing opioid addiction through traditional law enforcement techniques, and what communities plagued by high levels of addiction can expect the NYPD to do to fix this problem. This hearing will explore the limits of enforcement tactics and better options for addressing this crisis.  
Harm Reduction

The Department of Health and Mental Hygiene and many Community-Based Organizations (“CBO’s”) currently have several programs in place to ensure harm reduction to opioid users and to residents of the Bronx. These programs include but are not limited to:

· HealingNYC
 – As mentioned above, HealingNYC aims to reduce opioid overdoses in the City by focusing on four areas: 
1) Preventing opioid overdose deaths. DOHMH aims to distribute naloxone kits citywide. DOHMH distributes these kits through the NYPD (who are often first to arrive on the scene of an overdose), to community-based organizations, to Correctional Health Services, to the Department of Social Services to make available at shelters, and to pharmacies to make available for sale without prescription.

2) Preventing opioid misuse and addiction. DOHMH targets this goal by early intervention for youth to prevent opioid misuse and addiction, by education campaigns for all New Yorkers, by educating clinicians about over-prescription, by connecting to high risk communities, and by expanding crisis intervention services for nonfatal overdoses.

3) Protecting New Yorkers through effective drug treatment. DOHMH strives to increase medication-assisted treatment for addiction, aiming to make services available for 20,000 additional New Yorkers by 2022.
 They also plan to make effective opioid services more available at H+H providers, and to expand medication-assisted treatment to individuals in the criminal justice system.

4) Protecting New Yorkers by reducing the supply of dangerous opioids. DOHMH uses data to target outreach and take action against the supply of dangerous opioid entering into the City.
 They also expand NYPD’s enforcement against dealers of opioids that cause overdose deaths, and expand NYPD’s capacity to disrupt the trafficking of opioids into New York City.

· Syringe Exchange Programs (“SEP’s”) – Both New York City’s DOHMH
 and New York State’s Department of Health
 sponsor SEP’s, which aim to ensure clean syringes to opioid users, thereby reducing the risk of infection and communicable disease. In some SEP’s, clean syringes are administered with sharps boxes, opioid antagonists in case of overdose, and with educational materials and information about addiction, harm reduction,
 and medication-assisted treatment options. Additionally, some SEP’s are administered along with fentanyl test strips, which are utilized to determine whether opioid may be laced with a potent fentanyl.
· NYC Well – DOHMH provides a toll-free, confidential, 24/7 hotline that is available by phone, text, and online chat, which links mental health professionals to individuals in need of crisis counseling, mental health, and substance misuse support, information, and referral.

· Buprenorphine Training and Technical Assistance Initiative
 – DOHMH additionally provides free training and technical assistance to physicians, nurse practitioners, and physician assistants for administering opioid medications such as buprenorphine, which can be used in the treatment of opioid addiction.
 
In addition to the harm reduction work conducted by DOHMH, there are a number of CBO’s, medical providers, and religious groups that are involved in the effort to combat opioid addiction and overdoses in the Bronx, who engage with members of the community and offer peer programs, information and resources on treatment options, access to clean syringes and fentanyl kits, and a number of other harm reduction programs and resources.
 
III. Future Work to Address the Crisis
On November 28, 2018, Mayor Bill de Blasio made an announcement regarding the “Bronx Action Plan,” new efforts to address and combat the Bronx opioid epidemic.
 The plan commits eight million additional dollars,
 and focuses efforts in four main areas:

1. Increase Innovative Programs to Directly Connect People Who Use Drugs to Care and Services; 
2. Expanding Community Partnerships and Support Groups to Increase “Points of Connection” with People Who Use Drugs;
3. Increasing Awareness about the Dangers of Fentanyl and the Availability of Medications to Treat Addiction; and
4. Expanding Ongoing Syringe and Needle Clean Up.
While the plan marks a new effort to focus attention and resources on the Bronx, questions remain about efficacy of current efforts and the possibility of additional efforts that can be enacted to reduce some of the heavy burden that has been placed on the Bronx in coping with and combating the opioid crisis. 


Additionally, the City is currently considering the addition of Supervised Injection Facilities (“SIF’s”), which offer opioid users hygienic spaces to inject drugs obtained offsite using sterile equipment under medical supervision.
 While there are some federal and state legal hurdles to ensuring SIF’s in New York City, the City has conducted an assessment and endorses SIF’s, or “Overdose Prevention Centers,” to be located in the City, particularly, in high risk areas as a means of reducing overdoses.

IV. Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committees will explore a holistic approach to combating and addressing the opioid crisis in the Bronx, and ensure that City Council and the Administration are coordinated in their efforts to effectively combat and address the Bronx opioid crisis. 
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