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Thanks to the New York City Council Committees on Mental Health, Disabilities and 

Addiction and Public Safety for providing the opportunity to comment on the issue of the opioid 

crisis in the Bronx. I am Lisa Furst, Assistant Vice President of the Center for Policy, Advocacy 

and Education of Vibrant Emotional Health (formerly known as The Mental Health Association 

of New York City, Inc.).  For more than 50 years, our organization has been on the front lines of 

behavioral health care, and currently provides direct services to New Yorkers with behavioral 

health needs across the life cycle.  We serve youth, parents/caregivers, adults and older adults in 

our Adolescent Skills Centers, Family Resource Centers, PROS, Supported Housing programs, 

and our geriatric ACT team, among other programs.  In addition, as part of the ThriveNYC 

initiative, Vibrant Emotional Health administers NYC Well, which provides New Yorkers with 

24/7 access to behavioral health services through telephone, text and chat counseling services.  

Vibrant also administers the statewide OASAS Helpline on behalf of the Office of Alcohol and 

Substance Abuse Services (OASAS).   

Opioid addiction is a national public health epidemic, and it is particularly concentrated 

in areas where there is limited economic opportunity, constrained social and civic engagement, 

and limited access to clinical and psychosocial services.  In New York City, certain boroughs, 

such as the Bronx, have been more deeply affected by opioid addiction than others, indicating a 

need for targeted interventions to prevent the incidence of addiction as well as to provide access 

to appropriate substance use treatment services for those who are struggling with addiction, 

including Medication Assisted Treatment (MAT), among other evidence-based interventions. 

Access to treatment is a critical issue, and many Bronx residents struggling with opioid 

addiction may not be aware of what help is available to them in their communities and how to 



engage in services.  Data compiled from NYC Well contacts from January – October 2018 

indicates that 26 people from the Bronx noted using prescription painkillers, compared to 743 

people from the Bronx who indicated alcohol use in the same period (in this case, substance 

abuse may not have been the primary reason for their contact with NYC Well, but that substance 

use was indicated during the contacts).  In the fourth quarter of FY 2018, only 2% of those 

contacting NYC Well specifically for substance use problems indicated that prescription 

painkillers were their drugs of choice, compared to 48% of people indicating misuse of alcohol.   

This data points to a potentially disproportionate awareness of NYC Well and its ability 

to be a service and support for people misusing opioids, compared to those who are misusing 

alcohol.  It also may indicate both lack of awareness of the addictive potential of opioids and the 

stigma associated with opioid abuse, as these medications are available by prescription and 

people may feel either that these drugs are not problematic because they are prescribed, or that 

being addicted to prescription medications is especially embarrassing to acknowledge.   Public 

education is an essential component of access to treatment, and the Bronx should receive 

targeted public education that addresses stigma and underscores the message that there is help for 

opioid addiction available and that NYC Well is an always accessible resource for them to 

receive support and connection to needed care.   

NYC Well crisis counselors are available 24 hours a day, 7 days a week by phone, text 

and chat, and counselors speak English, Spanish, Mandarin, and Cantonese; people who speak 

other languages can be served via our translation line.  NYC Well crisis counselors are able to 

assess emotional distress and determine what services are most appropriate for individuals who 

make contact, and provide information and referral services for substance abuse treatment and 

mental health services as indicated.  Additionally, NYC Well crisis counselors will assess for 



more severe concerns and connect people, as needed, to mobile crisis teams or EMS for more 

emergent crises.   

Vibrant Emotional Health is grateful for the New York City Council’s leadership and 

commitment to addressing the behavioral health needs of New York’s most vulnerable 

populations, including those who are struggling with opioid addiction. We look forward to 

continued work with the Council to continue to make New York City a place where the 

emotional well-being of all of its residents can flourish. 






