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COAST Update

By Sheila Murphy, COAST Grant Administrator

As the COAST Grant enters year four as a Department of Justice-
funded grant, there is great momentum. The COAST Data
Dashboard and Ventura County Responds website gives the
public a snapshot of what the opioid crisis looks like in Ventura
County. Information such as opioid-related deaths over a 4-year
period (2016-2020), lives saved with Naloxone and number of
times Naloxone was used by first responders over a five-year
period (2015-2020), are some of the stats presented. 

A deeper dive into more detailed information available to internal
stakeholders will launch October 11th. At the helm of the data
collection and analysis is our former Implementation Coordinator,
Brad Friday. Brad was recently promoted to Data Management
Coordinator and while his work remains similar, his reach will be
much broader, helping the Substance Use Services division of
VCBH to wrap its arms around the multitude of data being tracked
by agencies throughout the county. 

In his new role as Data Management Coordinator, Brad will have
oversight over all planning, implementing, and supporting data
integration operations, providing reports and presentations which
help collaborating agencies to protect public safety. Our
congratulations to Brad in his new role.

As COAST has been leaning in and working more closely with the
Overdose Prevention Program, Brad, and other members of the
SUS team, have been busy building and distributing overdose kits
to organizations throughout Ventura County. Additionally, there
will be a bigger role for COAST with Rx Take Back Days, which is
coordinated by the Sheriff’s Office in partnership with VCBH. 

The biggest story of the year regarding the opioid crisis is
undoubtedly around the Sackler family and their privately-owned
company Purdue Pharma. While they made billions off their
OxyContin medication, which propelled the opioid crisis into what
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it is today, a Federal judge approved a bankruptcy settlement in
August that grants the Sacklers “global peace,” from any liability
of the opioid epidemic. The complex plan was negotiated over a
two-year-period and releases from liability for harm caused by
OxyContin and other opioids to the Sackler family, their
associates, as well as their remaining companies and trusts. In
return they agreed to pay roughly $4.3 billion, while also
forfeiting ownership of Purdue Pharma. Read the article.

Interview with Dr. Christopher Young, MD,
Ventura County Medical Examiner

The COAST Grant has enjoyed the collaboration of COAST Leads
from agencies within Ventura County, including Public Health,
Emergency Medical Services, Medical Examiner’s Office, Health
Care Agency and Ventura County Sheriff’s Office. Today we are
talking with Christopher Young, MD, Ventura County Medical
Examiner. This is Part 1 in our two part interview with Dr. Young,
which will be continued in our next newsletter.

Tell us about your background. Where did you grow up and
where did you receive your education/training?
Dr. Young: I was a California kid. I grew up in Topanga Canyon
and the San Fernando Valley and graduated from Chaminade High
School in West Hills. Although I wasn’t from Ventura, I spent a
great deal of time in the county surfing and boating. My
undergraduate degree in biology was earned at Pepperdine
University. 

https://www.npr.org/2021/09/01/1031053251/sackler-family-immunity-purdue-pharma-oxcyontin-opioid-epidemic


After graduating from Pepperdine, I left California for many
years. Medical school was at UT in Houston, Texas. My residency
training was at Oregon Health and Sciences University in Portland,
Oregon. My forensics fellowship was in Dallas, Texas at the
Southwestern Institute of Forensic Sciences. After completing my
training, I lived in Portland, Oregon where I served as a forensic
pathologist for the Oregon State Medical Examiner’s Office for 13
years. I was hired as the Chief Medical Examiner for Ventura
County in July of 2017. After spending 23 years training and
practicing in other states, it felt great to return home to
California.

Ventura County is one of only a small number of California
counties with a Medical Examiner rather than a Coroner. 
Explain the difference and why having a Medical Examiner is
beneficial?
Dr. Young: Within the United States, there are two systems of
death investigation: coroner and medical examiner. The coroner
system dates back to feudal England and the medical examiner
system started in the early 1900’s in the U.S. While both offices
employ forensic pathologists to perform autopsies, a coroner’s
office is usually run by an elected person with no formal medical
training while a medical examiner’s office is overseen by a
physician, usually a forensic pathologist. While there are few
federal regulations pertaining to death investigation, for the past
100 years, the federal government has repeatedly recommended
replacing coroner’s offices with modern, independent medical
examiner’s offices.

Of California’s 58 counties, Ventura County is one of only six
counties with a modern medical examiner system of death
investigation. Ventura County is especially progressive, having
switched from coroner to medical examiner way back in 1974.
Although only six counties have a medical examiner’s office,
almost half of the state’s population is served this modern system
of death investigation. It is the larger, more progressive counties
that have made the change to a medical examiner system. The
total combined population of the six medical examiner counties of
Ventura, Los Angeles, San Diego, San Francisco, Santa Clara and
San Joaquin comprise nearly half of the population for California.

Forensic pathologists play a vital role in communities and in the
justice system concerning matters related to death. For death
investigation to be done properly, investigations must be
performed in an objective, neutral and independent setting. The
investigation of deaths can become the focus of political or legal
pressures by individuals or offices seeking to influence a
pathologist’s findings.

Two of the primary reasons for the federal government to
recommend the medical examiner model of death investigation
are independence and medical oversight. Independence is critical
as potential and inevitable conflicts of interest arise in offices run



by elected officials and law enforcement. The most obvious and
glaring example of conflict of interest occurs when in-custody
death or police shooting death is investigated by the same law
enforcement agency involved in the death.

Another distinguishing feature of a medical examiner office is that
these offices are run by physicians with specialized training. An
example where death investigation oversight by a physician is
especially important is the opioid epidemic. In order to
understand the opioid epidemic, the drugs which caused the
death must be identified. In some California, non-medical
examiner offices, a pathologist may conclude that a death is the
result of a “combined drug overdose”. In these offices, the death
certificate is often completed by a non-medical deputy
investigator.

For these overdose cases the death certificate may indicate an
overdose with no drugs listed or, alternatively, the deputy may
attempt to include every drug listed in the toxicology report on
the death certificate (including many drugs not related to the
death). In Ventura County, every death certificate is certified by
a physician.  When the death is the result of an overdose, only
those specific drugs that contributed to death are listed on the
death certificate. Medical opinion and certification are necessary
to accurately identify and characterize individual overdose
deaths; but are also critical to accurately define and understand
the opioid epidemic as a whole. The Ventura County Medical
Examiner’s Office has been complimented by state California
Department of Public Health for the detailed information included
on death certificates for overdose deaths.

The COAST Grant has focused on the opioid crisis in our county.
What have you seen over the past three years?
Dr. Young: The opioid crisis is a complex and ongoing problem
throughout the United States which has also affected Ventura
County. Over the past three years, we have seen an
unprecedented numbers of overdose deaths. The majority of
these deaths were the result of opioids and methamphetamine.
Opioid deaths include prescription opioids like oxycodone or
codeine, but a large percentage of these deaths in Ventura were
due to heroin and fentanyl. Prior to 2020, fentanyl overdoses were
less common than heroin deaths. Overdose deaths increased
dramatically in 2020 and the increase was almost entirely due to
fentanyl. Comparing deaths from 2019 and 2020, the total number
of overdose deaths in Ventura increased from 149 to 217.
Comparing these same years, the number of fentanyl overdose
deaths went from 33 to 87.

Fentanyl is an extremely potent opioid drug which causes
respiratory depression. Historically, the illicit form of the drug
was recognized as a white powder. Death investigations in
Ventura over the past year and a half have shown that fentanyl
can have many forms. In some instances, illicitly manufactured,
counterfeit pills appear to be Xanax or Oxycontin but are, in fact,



fentanyl. In other cases, tan, sticky material resembling heroin
also turns out to be fentanyl. While many of the individuals who
overdosed on fentanyl may have known that they were using
fentanyl, many other people may have overdosed and died
unknowingly.

Thank you Dr. Young for sharing your valuable experience with
us!

Look for Part 2 of Chris Young’s interview in the next COAST
newsletter.

Opioid Data Dashboard Update

Opioid Overdose Deaths by Zip Code

By Brad Friday, Data Management
Coordinator

The County Opioid Abuse Suppression
Taskforce (COAST) recently conducted a
comparative data study in collaboration
with the Medical Examiner's Office and
Emergency Medical Services (EMS) Agency
to assess 2020 opioid overdose deaths by
zip code.

Total values of overdose deaths were assembled, and then
factored into the population of each zip code to determine the
incidence rate per 100,000. The comparison more clearly defines
background information on zip codes within our county that are
experiencing a higher impact of opioid-related overdoses, with



the intent of informing Behavioral Health, First Responders, Law
Enforcement, and Community Leaders who are on the front lines
of battling this crisis.

The five zip codes most affected by overdose deaths in 2020 were:
93003 - Ventura, 15 deaths
93030 - Oxnard, 14 deaths
93033 - Oxnard, 13 deaths
91360 - Thousand Oaks, 11 deaths
93010 - Camarillo, 10 deaths

However, when assessing the incidence rate of each zip code per
100,000, the top five with overdose deaths greater than two
changes to:

93003 - Ventura, 30 deaths/100,000
93035 - Oxnard, 29 deaths/100,000
93001 - Ventura, 27 deaths/100,000
91360 - Thousand Oaks, 26 deaths/100,000
93004 - Ventura, 24 deaths/100,000

Comparing total opioid overdose deaths against the population of
each zip code allows us to see the impact that this crisis has on
each population in a more definitive way. For example, zip code
93035 in Oxnard, while not ranking in the top of the county for
total opioid overdose deaths, is ranked number two in incidence
rate based on population. This is vital information for all involved
with suppressing the opioid crisis in our county, and could
otherwise have been overlooked if the total number of opioid
overdose deaths per zip code were assessed exclusively.

COAST is continuing to use data analysis to address the opioid
crisis in creative and impactful ways, and will be presenting our
data dashboard for both the public and internal decision-making
purposes. Another study that was performed parallel to the opioid
overdose deaths project was Naloxone (Narcan) administration by
EMS and other pre-hospital care personnel for the year 2020. This
study will be discussed in our next newsletter.

Please feel free to contact the Data Management Coordinator,
Brad Friday at Brad.Friday@ventura.org for any follow up
questions.

Learn more:
Opioid Data Dashboard, COAST Ventura County
www.coastventuracounty.org

Overdose Prevention Program Update
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Moving Upstream with Local Prescribers

By Kirsti V. Thompson, Director, Give an Hour California

In partnership with Give an Hour, the VCBH Overdose Prevention
Program is excited to share the newest addition to our prevention
efforts. This new project is being rolled out just as we are
learning that opioid overdose deaths increased dramatically in
2020.

To strengthen our collaboration with the medical community in
Ventura County, Give an Hour is partnering with a team of local
physicians who are subject matter experts in the opioid epidemic
that has gripped our County and our nation, and that specialize in
best practices in prescribing opioid medications.

Together, our team is designing a series of spring workshops for
local prescribers. These new workshops will cover a variety of
topics, including: recognizing illicit drug use, prescriber best
practices, stigma and substance use disorders, strategies to
reduce overdose deaths, medication assisted treatment, and ways
to connect patients with substance use disorder treatment
services.

The addition of workshops serving the prescribing community
represents a new and unique strategy to further reduce opioid
overdose in Ventura County. The Overdose Prevention Program
been partnering with substance use treatment programs, law
enforcement, schools, recovery homes and community members
since 2014. This new focus of working with prescribers is one more
important system to bring to our collective prevention table.

Want to learn more about the prescriber workshops? Do not
hesitate to reach out.

Kirsti Thompson, Director, Give an Hour,
kthompson@giveanhour.org

Learn more:
Ventura County Responds, Preventing Overdose

National Prescription Drug Take Back Day
Saturday, October 23, 2021 – 10AM to 2PM

Ventura County is committed to
preventing prescription drug misuse
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and abuse. One of the ways the county
works to address the issue locally is by
reducing access, especially to teens.

The Ventura County Sheriff's Office in
collaboration with Ventura County Behavioral Health established a
countywide Rx disposal program that allows residents to safely
dispose of unused, unwanted, or expired Rx medication via
secure, confidential disposal bins. Over the last several years, this
has expanded to other jurisdictions and retail pharmacies.

The DEA’s Take Back Day provides an opportunity to prevent drug
addiction and overdose deaths. It encourages people to dispose of
prescription drugs while also educating the public about the
potential for abuse of medications.

What You Can Do

Commit to safely disposing of your prescription drugs
Get the facts on Rx & OTC drug abuse
Dispel the myth that Rx drugs are safe to abuse
Know the signs and symptoms of drug use
Monitor and secure all medications

Learn more:
Medication Disposal Drop-off Locations
DEA Take Back Day
takebackday.dea.gov

Helpful Resources

Ventura County Limits
www.venturacountylimits.org

Ventura County Responds
venturacountyresponds.org

Opioid Data Dashboard, COAST Ventura County
www.coastventuracounty.org

Ventura County Behavioral Health
vcbh.org

About Us

Supporting Health - Preventing Harm

http://www.venturacountyresponds.org/medication-safety/safe-medication-disposal
https://www.deadiversion.usdoj.gov/drug_disposal/takeback/
https://takebackday.dea.gov/
http://www.venturacountylimits.org/
http://venturacountyresponds.org/
https://www.coastventuracounty.org/
https://vcbh.org/en/


Ventura County Behavioral Health, Substance Use Services -
Prevention Services works upstream to reduce alcohol and drug-
related problems in our community. Initiatives are aimed at
limiting harms related to impaired driving; underage and binge
drinking; marijuana and vaping, especially as it relates to harms
to youth; prescription drug abuse; and addressing health
disparities among vulnerable populations.

A primary goal is to delay the onset of first use of alcohol and or
other drugs by youth. We collaborate with schools, parent groups,
government agencies, medical partners, law enforcement and
community-based organizations.

Contact Us

Sheila Murphy, Sheila.Murphy@ventura.org

Brad Friday, Brad.Friday@ventura.org

www.CoastVenturaCounty.org
www.VenturaCountyResponds.org
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