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COAST Update

By Sheila Murphy, COAST Administrator

Since its inception in 2018, the COAST Project (formerly the
COAST Grant) has relied on the strong partnerships set in place by
the Ventura County Rx Abuse & Heroin Workgroup, a decade
prior. Working with our partners in the Ventura County Sheriff’s
Office, the Medical Examiner’s Office, Public Health and
Emergency Medical Services, and our county Health Care Agency’s
Ambulatory Care team, we have dedicated 100 percent of our
time toward the goal of reducing illicit opioid supply, decreasing
opioid demand, and saving lives.

To give you better insight into the compassionate, dedicated team
of people COAST works with on a daily basis, we spotlight some of
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the individuals in those agencies in this newsletter.

With the data dashboard available to all at
www.coastventuracounty.org, the numbers tell a story; our work
is dedicated to seeing those trend downward. We are mindful that
these numbers represent lives of real members in our
community. Please feel free to share this newsletter with anyone
you feel would benefit from the information.

Interview with Dr. Renee Higgins, COO,
Administrator, Ventura County Medical

Examiner’s Office

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 Dr. Renee Higgins, COO, Administrator
Ventura County Medical Examiner’s Office.

What year did you start with the county Health Care Agency
and what was your role?

http://www.coastventuracounty.org


Renee: In January 2013, I started working for the County’s Health
Care Agency as the Chief Hospital Operations (CHO) for the
Ambulatory Care department. My role, along with my fellow (CHO)
colleague, was to oversee the operations of the county’s vast
clinic system. At the time, this included public private partnership
clinics which were Federally Qualified Health Centers, Specialty
clinics and county campus clinics onsite at the Ventura County
Medical Center.

Did you come to the agency from the private sector?  
Renee: Yes, I worked in the private sector as a health care
administrator for many years prior to becoming a public servant. I
worked in the fields of elder care, home health, home care and
medical transportation. Becoming a public servant was something
that I had desired to do for many years.

When did you transition to the MEO, and describe your role?
Renee: I started working for the MEO in 2015, in tandem with my
role in Ambulatory Care for three years. I eventually came to
work full-time at the MEO in 2018. My current role is Chief
Operating Officer for the Medical Examiner’s Office.

What’s the most gratifying part of your work? 
Renee: There are many gratifying parts of my job. Being a leader
in this agency is both challenging and rewarding. I was able to be
a part of the counties inaugural LEAP program (Trailblazers) which
honed my servant leadership style and better prepared me to face
the challenges and sorrows that the MEO faces every day. I
honestly enjoy coming to work each day and being a part of a
team that cares so much about their jobs. Our team has integrity
and strength. People do not necessarily want to encounter our
office; we interact with individuals on the worst days of their
lives. If I can help a family member either directly or indirectly, in
some way during this time of grief, it is very gratifying.

What are your observations about the increase in overdose
deaths in your time with the MEO?
Renee: Out of the four manners of death: natural, accident,
suicide and homicide, I recall when natural deaths accounted for
most of the deaths in our jurisdiction annually. This has been
replaced by accidental deaths mainly due to the opioid crisis. I
recall when the drug fentanyl was a problem on the periphery of
our county, but we knew it was coming. The good thing is, we had
the COAST and Ventura County Rx Abuse & Heroin Workgroup
teams already in place to help combat this dangerous drug when
it hit our county.

These collaborative teams led by Behavioral Health and composed
of many partners, have been key in strategizing prevention
initiatives to combat this crisis. A few observations are that the
opioid crisis does not discriminate. It crosses all socioeconomic,
race and ethnic lines. Also, the drug fentanyl can come in many
forms, our Chief Medical Examiner called it “the great imitator”
thus, a person taking the drug may not even be aware of it. Very



concerning.

What would you like people to know about the work done at
the MEO? What might surprise people?  
Renee: For one thing, our work helps the living. The findings
learned from the work of our investigators and forensic
pathologists can contribute to public health questions and offer
insight into medical practice and specific disease processes that
otherwise would not be explored.

A wealth of data is generated by our office. We were selected
along with five other counties in the state to partner with
California Department of Public Health (CDPH) to provide data on
violent deaths as well as overdose deaths in real time. This data is
sent to the state within 30 days of death. This helps to provide
information that can be analyzed earlier to see trends and plan
prevention strategies. In order to prevent deaths in our county,
we have to accurately identify what is causing the deaths.

Is there anything else you’d like to share?  
Renee: I am honored to work for the County of Ventura and more
specifically, the Medical Examiner’s Office. I recently was sworn
into the California State Coroner’s Association as a board
member. Although Ventura County is only one of six Medical
Examiner systems in our state of 58 counties, this board
represents all three types of forensic death investigation
offices: Medical Examiner, Coroner, and Sheriff/Coroner. Working
together to ensure best practices and representing the Medical
Examiner systems in our state is an honor.

Ventura County Medical Examiner’s Office (VCMEO)
meo.ventura.org

Thank you Renee for sharing your valuable experience with us!

Opioid Data Dashboard Update

VCBH Overdose Prevention Program
Our Fight Against Overdose Deaths

with Naloxone

https://meo.ventura.org/


By Brad Friday, Program
Administrator/Data Management
Coordinator

Ventura County has been enduring an
opioid crisis for years, and 2021 was no
different. Per the County Medical
Examiner’s Office, 289 people died from
an overdose in 2021, and 269 were
indicated to be accidental. This is a 66-
death increase from 2020. The arrival of
synthetic opioids like fentanyl as well as other illegal and
prescription opioids has played a role in the amount of overdose
deaths within our county as well as across the state.

In response to this growing crisis, the VCBH Overdose Prevention
Program has partnered with multiple agencies including Law
Enforcement, Emergency Medical Services, Public Health, Health
Care Agency, and multiple other distribution channels to provide
Naloxone (Narcan) to at-risk populations within our county.

Naloxone, per the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA), is “a medication approved by the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA) designed to rapidly reverse opioid
overdose. It is an opioid antagonist—meaning that it binds to
opioid receptors and can reverse and block the effects of other
opioids, such as heroin, morphine, and oxycodone.” In short, this
medication saves lives by reversing symptoms of overdose, which
can include loss of consciousness, discolored lips or fingernails,
and slowed or stopped breathing. It is a nasal spray that is
sourced through the California Department of Health Care
Services free of charge, and is assembled into three-dose kits for
use at our distribution sites.

As the chart above displays, the Overdose Prevention Program
distributed 1,529 Overdose Rescue Kits, and recorded 600
overdose reversals via data collected from January 2021 –
February 2022. With the onset of fentanyl being found in other
illicit street drugs like methamphetamines, the unsheltered



population in Ventura County have been especially susceptible to
overdose. The Overdose Prevention Program, with support from
our contractor Give an Hour, enhanced our partnership with
Ventura County Public Health in August of 2021. Part of this
enhancement included dedicating two Community Services
Coordinators to work alongside the Public Health HIV Prevention
staff at syringe replacement sites around the county to distribute
Overdose Rescue Kits to those at high-risk for overdose.

Of the 600 overdose reversals, 431 occurred since August of 2021
which can be attributed in part to the hard work of our
Community Services Coordinators and partners at Give an Hour
and Ventura County Public Health. VCBH and our COAST partners
are continuing to combat the opioid crisis. Should you want to
know more, or to learn if your agency or department would be a
suitable resource for providing naloxone to the community, please
see the below resources:

Ventura County Responds
COAST Opioid Data Dashboard
Safe Choices Ventura County
Ventura County Responds, Preventing Overdose

Please feel free to contact the Data Management Coordinator,
Brad Friday at Brad.Friday@ventura.org

Overdose Prevention Program Update

Ventura County Prescribers Care 
Supporting Our Prescriber Community
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By Kirsti Thompson, Director, Give an Hour California

Thanks to exceptional local collaboration, Ventura County has
seen a decrease in opioid prescribing in recent years - a 24
percent reduction between 2017 and 2020 - as prescribers have
employed safe prescribing practices and increased use of non-
narcotic pain management strategies.

Unfortunately, overdose deaths continue to climb, largely due to
illegal fentanyl, which has replaced much of the local heroin use
and is contributing to the rising number of overdose emergencies.
To further support of prescribing community, the Overdose
Prevention Program has planned a Prescriber Workshop
Series. The workshops will be offered in May, June, August and
September and will feature the following topics: Latest Trends in
Overdose: What Prescribers Need to Know about Illicit Fentanyl,
Evidence Based Safe Prescribing, Deprescribing is Good
Prescribing, and Person- Centered Strategies to Reduce Opioid
Overdose.

The workshops will feature local experts and will offer provider
focused resources to reduce misuse and opioid use disorder. The
new state guidelines for safe opioid prescribing will also be
introduced.

Give an Hour and the Overdose Prevention Program would like to
give a special thanks to Doctor Tipu Khan, MD, FAAFP, FASAM,
Addiction Medicine Fellowship Director, Ventura County Medical
Center, for his ongoing commitment to this workshop series. If
you are a local prescriber and want more information, please
visit: PrescribersCare.org.

http://prescriberscare.org


If you are a local provider of controlled substances, we invite you
to Join the Prescriber Discussion Series to:

Hear from local experts and discuss with peers the latest
trends and best practices. 
Get provider-focused resources to reduce misuse and opioid
use disorder (OUD).
Learn the new State guidelines and latest tools for patient
care and provider coordination.

Spotlight: EVALCORP

Prevention Services Contractor

By Dustin Anderson, PhD, EVALCORP

EVALCORP is honored to be a
member of the VCBH COAST team
since the project launched in October 2018. We’re honored to be
a part of this very important system-level collaboration working
alongside VCBH in partnership with Public Health, Emergency
Medical Services, Medical Examiner’s Office, and Ventura County
Sheriff’s Office.

Our role in the COAST initiative has included the design of data
collection tools for evaluation and monitoring purposes, and
analyses of all collected data and reports demonstrating project
effectiveness and expansion over time. We have also facilitated
trainings for partner agencies as part of the project’s
commitment to high quality, valid and “actionable” data
collection.

COAST’s mission to address the opioid crisis through effective
collaboration is a natural extension of EVALCORP’s approach (i.e.,
partnering for results). Our agency works to create safe, healthy,
and strong communities through partnerships and informed
strategy. Or, as the COAST grant promised: turn research into
action.

Headed by President Kristen Donovan, PhD, EVALCORP has been
consulting with VCBH and other Ventura County agencies since
2006. We were at the stakeholders’ table when the Ventura
County Rx Abuse & Heroin Workgroup began in 2012, gathering
and analyzing countywide data that serve as COAST baselines and
reflect the Workgroup’s successes today. As part of other ongoing
prevention initiatives, EVALCORP manages and reports Place of
Last Drink (POLD) data and Naloxone Distribution data, tracks



local meth trends, assists in the development of multi-year
prevention strategic planning efforts, and supports data
dashboards for monitoring “what works” and informing
countywide needs.

The EVALCORP project team dedicated to COAST is led by Dr.
Dustin Anderson and supported by Research Associates Dr. Ryan
Bruton and Dr. Anthony Clairmont alongside Data Manager Lorena
Roque. Dustin is a seasoned psychometrician and project manager
and is integral to the creation and validation of data collection
methods across multiple fields. Dustin develops and facilitates
COAST’s evaluation plan and, with Ryan and Anthony, oversees
data collection and analysis. Currently, the EVALCORP team’s
focus is on COAST data dashboards, a process evaluation of the
Overdose Prevention Program, and creating meaningful reports
from the CURES prescriber data.

Learn more:
EVALCORP
EVALCORP facilitates strategic and evidence-based change with
organizations in the fields of public health, education, criminal
justice, mental and behavioral health, and early childhood
education.

Featured Campaign: Fentanyl is Forever

Fentanyl is Forever – The Doctor

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

https://evalcorp.com/


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

National Prescription Drug Take Back Day
April 30, 2022 – 10AM to 2PM

The drug overdose epidemic in the
United States is a clear and present
public health, public safety, and
national security threat. DEA’s National
Prescription Drug Take Back Day
reflects DEA’s commitment to Americans’ safety and health,
encouraging the public to remove unneeded medications from
their homes as a measure of preventing medication misuse and
opioid addiction from ever starting.

In Ventura County, more than 200 people die each year from
opioid overdoses. Prescription painkiller abuse, rising heroin use,
fentanyl and accidental opioid overdoses are part of a nationwide
crisis.

Ventura County is actively engaged and committed to preventing
prescription drug misuse 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 (VCSO), in
collaboration with Ventura County Behavioral Health (VCBH),
established a countywide Rx disposal program that allows
residents to safely dispose of unused, unwanted, or expired Rx
medication via secure, confidential disposal bins. Learn the signs

https://www.fentanylventuracounty.org/
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of overdose and how to take action. Find Disposal Bin locations
near you.

Learn more:
Ventura County Responds – Safe Medication Disposal

Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA)
National Prescription Drug Take Back Day

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
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Brad Friday, Brad.Friday@ventura.org
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