
Addressing the Opioid Crisis
ISSUE 4. January 2022

COAST Update

By Sheila Murphy, COAST Administrator

In October 2018, the Ventura County Behavioral Health
Department was notified that its application for the
Comprehensive Opioid Abuse Site-based Program, federal funding
provided by the U.S. Department of Justice to combat opioid
misuse, had been granted. The amount of the award was
$935,401, and just under the $1 million maximum. The three-year
grant was the largest award of two California county grants in the
category.

The COAST Program – County Opioid Abuse Suppression Taskforce
– has worked to address opioid abuse in Ventura County
exclusively during the past three years, though Behavioral Health

https://www.coastventuracounty.org/
http://www.coastventuracounty.org
https://vimeo.com/showcase/9013950/video/644972000


has been working tirelessly on this effort when the Ventura
County Rx Abuse & Heroin Workgroup was launched in early 2012
to tackle the newly-identified opioid crisis.

COAST has worked closely with our stakeholders – the Ventura
County Sheriff’s Office, Ventura County Medical Examiner’s
Office, Ventura County Public Health and Ventura County
EMS. With the creation of a Data Management Coordinator
position earlier this year, COAST has been taking a deep dive on
analyzing trends and targeted efforts to reduce local impacts.

The U.S. Department of Justice grant funding of COAST ended in
October 2021, but the work, even more important during the past
two years, continues, as a stand-alone program under the
Substance Use Services division of Behavioral Health. The COAST
Opioid Data Dashboard was developed to inform the public on
important data such as opioid-related deaths over a five-year
period (2016-2020), lives saved with naloxone (2014-2019), and
prescriptions for opioids in the year 2018, among others. The
Dashboard will be updated annually.

The emergence of fentanyl as the leading cause of overdose
deaths, both in Ventura County and nationally, has taken the work
of COAST to greater collaboration with the Ventura County
Sheriff’s Office. We will continue to look for innovative ways to
educate and inform residents of our county about the very real
dangers of illicit drugs, and how they can keep themselves and
their families safe and healthy. To learn more, go to
www.venturacountyresponds.org.

Interview with Dr. Christopher Young, MD,
Ventura County Medical Examiner - Part 2
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COAST 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 2 in our two-part interview with Dr. Young.
Read Part 1 of this interview.

COAST helped your office produce an ‘Overdose Do’s and
Don’ts’ video to educate first responders in helping you do
your job when there’s an overdose death investigation. What
other support has Behavioral Health/COAST provided to the
MEO in the past few years?
Dr. Young: The opioid epidemic is a community problem which
affects people throughout our county. The only way to approach
the monumental issue of opiate addiction, treatment and
prevention is through teamwork. Behavioral Health and COAST
have facilitated communication and cooperation between
agencies and departments so that we can fight the epidemic as a
team. The educational video for first responders at overdose
scenes is just one example of how resources have been used to
improve the county approach to the epidemic.

In addition to helping promote best practices at overdose scenes,
the COAST team has also helped our office promote safe
prescribing. COAST provided staffing resources to help our office
identify prescribers whose patients died, and the prescribed drug
contributed to the death. Oftentimes, a physician may not be
informed about a patient’s death. For this group of overdose
deaths, the physician receives a letter from the Medical
Examiner’s Office. The purpose of these courtesy letters is to
inform the doctor about the death and to provide resources for
safe prescribing. The focus of these letters is not punitive, but the
goal is to promote best practices and improve communication with
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providers.

Regarding the opioid crisis, I get especially excited to work with
our partner organizations to prevent overdose deaths; work I like
to refer to as “medical examiner prevention”. One way that the
COAST team facilitated collaboration is through sharing data.
Along with other agencies and departments, the Ventura Medical
Examiner’s Office is sharing data with the COAST epidemiologists.
Death investigation information like location of overdoses and
location of death will be combined with location data from other
sources to generate maps which will help guide our county's
response toward prevention and treatment. If I start to feel
discouraged by the increasing number of overdose deaths within
the county, I find solace when I think about the hard work of
caring individuals and organizations within our county working to
prevent these deaths and I think about the lives saved by
supplying naloxone.

How many investigators do you have on staff? 
Dr. Young: The Ventura County Medical Examiner’s Office
employs seven full time medicolegal death investigators. Over the
past year, our office has seen a steady increase in caseload, in
part due to both the COVID-19 pandemic and the opioid epidemic.
In response to the increased workload, we have utilized one of our
Forensic Pathology Technicians to assist in investigations. During
the COVID-19 spike, the county provided our office with a disaster
worker from human resources. She quickly integrated with our
team and helped us through these tough times.

What prompted you to go into this field?  
Dr. Young: My father is a physician, specialized in treating people
with burn injuries. As a pre-med, undergraduate student, I
accompanied him to the hospital operating room and the county
courtroom. In the operating room, I observed a team of physicians
as they repaired life threatening and disfiguring burn wounds. In
the court room, I observed my father as he provided expert
medical testimony in child abuse burn cases. These experiences
would play a large role in my decision to become a forensic
pathologist years later.

I started medical school planning to become a family practice
physician or surgeon and knew nothing about the specialty of
forensic pathology. Like my fellow classmates, I knew that I
wanted to use my abilities to help others and serve the
community. I was drawn to surgical pathology because it required
observational, deductive and hands on skills. Like others
considering this field, I had reservations about becoming a
surgical pathologist because most of the job is spent looking
through a microscope, with little patient interaction. During a
medical school surgical pathology rotation, I was invited to visit
the medical examiner’s office in Houston, Texas. This was my first
encounter with forensic pathology and almost instantly, I
recognized that this was my calling.



After exploring this specialty further, I realized that my talents
were well suited to this type of work. Forensic pathology requires
hands on and observation skills but also requires communication
skills to explain findings to others. The conclusions that I make as
a forensic pathologist are based on autopsy observations,
microscopic specimen evaluation and toxicology interpretation.
The most rewarding aspect of the job is the interactions with
other people. Clearly explaining findings and conclusions to family
members, law enforcement officers, attorneys, jurors, insurance
companies, reporters and other physicians requires communication
skills, empathy, and patience.

At the end of the day, I became a doctor to help others and the
community and forensic pathology fulfills these goals. The
information generated from our investigations and autopsies can
provide closure for family members, but this information can also
save lives, for example when an inherited medical condition is
identified. Providing physicians with details about how their
patient died can help improve their practice of medicine. Medical
expert testimony can help resolve criminal and civil issues within
our justice system. Regarding the opiate epidemic, my hope is
that information learned from our investigations and autopsies
will help guide efforts to prevent future addiction, overdoses, and
deaths.

Do you have any tips/advice that the general public could
benefit from knowing in regards to opiate/fentanyl overdose?
Dr. Young: I think the best advice I can offer is to take action.
The opioid crisis potentially affects everyone in our community,
and we need to acknowledge the problem and take measures to
protect our friends and family. Openly talking with our youth
about the dangers of drug use and experimentation can go a long
way toward preventing future addiction and deaths. Safely
disposing of unused prescriptions will help prevent drug diversion
where the drug is sold or used by someone else. If you or someone
you know has an addiction or uses illicitly obtained drugs of any
sort, there is always the possibility that the drug might contain
fentanyl. Because any illicit drug might contain fentanyl, knowing
the signs and symptoms of opioid toxicity and having naloxone on
hand could save a life.

What else could benefit residents of Ventura County to know
about the Medical Examiner's Office?
Dr. Young: I am proud to be the Chief Medical Examiner for
Ventura County. The staff in my office have a difficult job to do
and they are hardworking and care about the community that we
serve. The county has shown our office a great deal of support
allowing us carry out our duties in a timely, accurate and
compassionate manner.

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

Read Part 1 of this interview.
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COAST Opioid Data Dashboard Update

EMS Naloxone Deployments By Zip Code

By Brad Friday, Data Management
Coordinator

The County Opioid Abuse Suppression
Taskforce (COAST) recently conducted a
comparative study in collaboration with
our graphic design team, Idea
Engineering. Key indicators were
selected to assess opioid overdoses in
Ventura County, specifically the impact
the crisis has regionally per zip code.

Part one of this study (published in the last newsletter) sourced
2020 data from the Ventura County Medical Examiner, Ventura
County EMS, and UnitedStatesZipCodes.org (for population
reference) to assess overdose deaths by zip code.

Part two of this study discusses naloxone deployments conducted
by Emergency Medical Services in Ventura County using the
sources noted above. Naloxone is a medicine that rapidly reverses
an opioid overdose that can quickly restore breathing to a person
if their breathing has slowed or stopped because of an opioid
overdose. This medication is carried by Ventura County First
Responders and Emergency Medical Services for deployment in the
field, and each deployment is reported and documented by the
County EMS Department.

Naloxone deployments for the year 2020 were assembled, then
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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 top five zip codes where Emergency Medical Services
deployed naloxone in 2020 were: 93030 (Oxnard - 67), 93033
(Oxnard - 66), 93003 (Ventura -59), 93001 (Ventura - 38), and
93036 (Oxnard -35). However, when assessing the incidence rate
of each zip code per 100,000, the top five (with naloxone
deployments greater than 10) changes to: 93003 (Ventura –
116.9), 93001 (Ventura – 115.2), 93030 (Oxnard – 112.8), 93041
(Port Hueneme – 110), and 93035 (Oxnard, 90.2).

Comparing total naloxone deployments against the population of
each zip code (per 100k) allows us to see the impact of this crisis
more regionally. For example: zip code 93041 (Port Hueneme)
does not rank in the top of the county for total naloxone
deployments at 26 in total, but is ranked number four in incidence
rate based on population. This points to a more concentrated area
of opioid use and overdose within that zip code, and is a key
indicator on where prevention strategies could be more
effectively employed. These comparisons are vital for all involved
with suppressing the opioid crisis in our county, and are important
indicators when communicating the severity of opioid overdoses
to the public.

While EMS naloxone deployments were a way to predict areas of
concern for 2020, this data source might not be as reliable in the
future. The reason why, however, is potentially hopeful for our
county in saving lives. The VCBH Overdose Prevention Program, in
collaboration with Ventura County Public Health and other key
partners has established naloxone distribution channels which has
placed three-dose naloxone kits in the hands of those who are
opioid dependent as well as family members, friends, and loved
ones. The increase of naloxone availability in the community is
reversing overdoses and saving lives, and we’re excited to share
the impact of this program in upcoming editions of the
newsletter.

Source:
Naloxone Drug Facts, National Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA)
www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/naloxone

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

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

By Sheila Murphy, COAST Administrator

Suits against OxyContin owners on hold; negotiations ordered

A judge has kept lawsuits against OxyContin maker Purdue Pharma
and members of the Sackler family who own it on hold until Feb.
1 but ordered the parties to negotiate a new settlement.

Even though one judge rejected OxyContin maker Purdue
Pharma's sweeping settlement of thousands of lawsuits over the
opioid crisis, another refused on December 29th, to allow
litigation to move ahead just yet against members of the Sackler
family who own the company — but also ordered negotiations for
a reworked settlement.

U.S. Bankruptcy Judge Robert Drain granted Purdue's request to
extend an injunction until Feb. 1 protecting the company and the
Sacklers from litigation. He also ordered Purdue, the Sacklers, the
states and other parties to negotiate a new settlement. In a
hearing conducted via video conference, the White Plains, New
York-based judge warned the family and others that he would end
the protections early if there are not serious talks toward a new
settlement. “If the parties do not negotiate in good faith,” he
said, “they will face the consequences of the injunction
unraveling.” Drain is the same judge who approved the company's
settlement in September.

The deal had been hashed out over two years of negotiations and
mediation in bankruptcy court. Eventually, lawyers for the
overwhelming majority of local governments and states signed on.
The plan called for members of the Sackler family to give up
ownership of Purdue, which would be transformed into a new
company whose profits would be used to fight the opioid crisis.

Learn more:
Suits against OxyContin owners on hold; negotiations ordered,
ABC News, December 29, 2021

Featured Campaign: Fentanyl is Forever
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Fentanyl is Forever – The Public Health Administrator

Reflecting the United States struggles with tragic drug overdoses
exceeding 100,000 deaths in 12 months, Ventura County’s local
accidental fatal overdoses have also risen dramatically. In both
cases, the increases are driven and sustained by illegal fentanyl, a
powerful synthetic opioid that has flooded the illicit drug supply.

In response to the covert dangers of fentanyl, Ventura County
Behavioral Health (VCBH) just released a new community
campaign, "Fentanyl is Forever" (English) and "El Fentanilo es para
Siempre" (Spanish). The prevention messages unfold through five
diverse short stories that allow people to experience and
understand the risks of fentanyl to their friends, families, and
communities. In addition to warning the public about the dangers
of fentanyl, viewers are then linked to local resources for more
information and help.

The goals of the campaign are to increase awareness of fentanyl
risks and its impact on communities, and to decrease the stigma
related to talking about substance misuse and addiction. It
complements messaging related to naloxone preparedness and
substance use disorder treatment.

Learn more:
Campaign Websites
www.FentanylVenturaCounty.org - English 
www.FentaniloVentura.com - Spanish

Ventura County Responds
www.venturacountyresponds.org/preventing-overdose

https://www.fentanylventuracounty.org/
https://www.fentanylventuracounty.org/es
https://www.venturacountyresponds.org/preventing-overdose


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

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
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