F E AT U R E

opioIds
BY

CHR

IS QU

IR

K

ADDRESSING THE EFFECTS
ON THE COMMUNITY
n March, MSNBC host Chris Hayes traveled
to McDowell County, W.Va., population
about 20,000, for a town hall in the heart
of Appalachia. As the conversation turned
to opioids, he asked the members of the
audience to raise their hand if they had
lost someone to an opioid overdose. About
half the audience did so. The response was a
combination of audible gasps and unsurprised
nodding of heads.
The pernicious sweep of opioid use and
dependency is reaching into more and more
communities. Nationwide, deaths from opioid
overdoses exceeded deaths from automobile
accidents for the first time in 2008, and the
grim numbers of the epidemic continue to trend
upward, unabated. According to a recent report
from the Centers for Disease Control, 91 persons
die of an opioid overdose every single day, and
deaths from prescription opioid overdoses have
quadrupled since 1999.
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To address
the effects of
the epidemic
in Lycoming
County,
a consortium of community leaders,
including Lycoming College, has
created Project Bald Eagle, a nonprofit
organization that is devoted to combating
the opioid epidemic in the region. Because
the epidemic is a complex public health
problem that must be addressed from
many angles, Project Bald Eagle has
united leaders from every part of the
community. “Project Bald Eagle operates
on the premise that nothing short of a
comprehensive response is ever going to
be effective in addressing this,” said Steve
Shope, executive director of Project Bald
Eagle. “Our coalition begins with a board
of directors that is representative of key
leadership from every segment of society,
because the epidemic rears its ugly head
differently in each segment.”
Lycoming College is invested in the
effort in a number of ways. President Kent
Trachte serves as Project Bald Eagle’s
treasurer, and the College is promoting
awareness and sharing academic expertise
to fight the epidemic. “We have the
presidents of two colleges, Kent Trachte
and also Davie Jane Gilmour of the
Pennsylvania College of Technology, and
they really are anchors for this whole
project. Kent is very forwardleaning. He has stepped up
and said we have
to have
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Amanda MacTarnaghan ’18, Elizabeth Ritter ’18 and Margaret Herzog ’17 of the
Clear Focus Affinity Community

a community response to this problem,
and if we need something, he makes it
happen,” Shope said.
Student groups at Lycoming College,
like the Clear Focus Affinity Community,
which seek to inform the campus
community about responsible use and
harmful effects of drugs, alcohol and
other substances, are also involved. “As
College president, one of the things I am
most heartened by is the effort of our
students,” said Trachte. “Clear Focus was
instrumental in bringing Sam Quinones
to campus in the spring to help us learn
more about the epidemic, and he met with
students here, as well as with Project Bald
Eagle.”
In his comprehensive 2015 book on
the topic, “Dreamland,” Sam Quinones
describes the opioid epidemic that
is plaguing the nation as a
malevolent tangle of
misguided
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policy, greed and opportunism that have
combined to sharply magnify opioid
use and abuse in the United States in
recent years. The result is a spiraling
rate of opioid addiction and deaths, and
the destruction of lives, families and
communities. It is an epidemic without
regard for geography or demographics,
and one that Quinones says is “abetted by
silence.”
Opioid dependency is one of the most
intractable addictions. Relapse rates are
as high as 90 percent, in part because of
the destructive chemistry of the drug
and in part because those in
recovery frequently
lack adequate
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treatment, support and lifestyle changes that help keep them out
of situations that could trigger a relapse. “We have a branch of
neurotransmitters in the brain called the endogenous opioids
that are involved with pain relief, but also pleasure and reward,”
said Sarah Holstein, Ph.D., assistant professor of psychology at
Lycoming, and faculty adviser for Clear Focus. “Drugs of abuse,
particularly opioids, take over that system and drive reward
and reinforcement. As addiction progresses, we see the drugs
damage and inhibit the function of an area of the brain called
the prefrontal cortex, which is involved in behavioral control and
executive decision making.” In essence, the drug compromises the
very part of the brain one needs to exercise judgment and selfcontrol.
The nature of opioid addiction makes an all-hands-on-deck
approach critical to successful recoveries says Beth McMahon,
Project Bald Eagle board member, and professor in the department
of health science at Lock Haven University. “One of the things
that is very important is what we call a warm handoff. If someone
attempts suicide, they are mandated into mental health treatment.
If someone has an overdose and comes out of the hospital, there
needs to be someone to meet them and help, so they aren’t
discharged back to the street and go right back into the same
environment.” By the same token, awareness in the community,
and mobilization and coordination of resources are required. “As
the saying goes, if you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go
far, go together,” McMahon said. “There are a lot of people now
involved and forging community-wide partnerships to create longlasting solutions. People in education are busy, health and human
service agencies are busy, treatment centers are busy, prevention
centers are busy. We may each do our job well, but sometimes we
don’t reach out and collaborate as much as we could. Project Bald
Eagle is a holistic approach that can make the impact of our efforts
far more sustainable and powerful.”
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Author Sam Quinones addresses the Lycoming College and Williamsport
communities at the CAC.

Curbing the prescriptions of powerful painkillers;
getting cheap heroin off the streets; increasing treatment
resources; coordinating among government, law
enforcement and the courts; raising awareness in the
community — these are all keys to the eventual defeat of
the epidemic. Shope brings his background in business
and economic development to bear on Project Bald
Eagle’s complex remit. “We have subcommittees that
identify problems, and break the problem down into
smaller problems. That helps us develop solutions,
implement programs, whatever it takes. At the moment,
to simplify things, we have started with prevention,
treatment and coalition building. Tie into that also
Naloxone training. I’ve trained at least 1,200 people
this year. We are continually doing Naloxone training,
getting Naloxone into the hands of people so they can
revive folks that have overdosed.”
As executive director of the West Branch Drug &
Alcohol Abuse Commission, the Lycoming County
authority for prevention, intervention and treatment, Shea Madden
is on the front lines. Madden is also on Project Bald Eagle’s board.
“Socioeconomics do not matter with the opioid epidemic. You
can’t give me a scenario
I haven’t seen,” she said.
“Intact families, single
The epidemic of
moms, college students,
patients overdosing
wealthy people, welfare
on heroin and opioids
recipients — it’s across the
affects all of us.
board. I had a group of
There really is no
four referrals recently, and
representative patient;
three had college degrees.
the person could be
We didn’t use to see that.
Who, what, when, why or
a teenager or middle
how — it doesn’t matter. It’s
age, male or female,
everybody. We now have 23
rich or poor.
million Americans living in
long-term recovery.”
“We really have two
issues going on,” said Dr. Todd Fausnaught, the medical director for
Clean Slate Addiction Treatment Center in Williamsport and Project
Bald Eagle board member. “The first is treating a large, addicted
population. We have new medications that are promising in that
regard. The other problem is how we educate the population about
the opioid epidemic. We have to find ways to slow down this beast,
and Project Bald Eagle is on the right track.”
But stigma around opioid addiction obscures efforts to educate
the community and enhance prevention. To effectively reduce the
rate of opioid addiction, communities must break their silence about
it and create an environment that allows those who need help to ask
for it, and those who have dealt with addiction to come forward as
well. In “Dreamland,” Quinones relates the story of Carol Wagner of
Covington, Ky. Wagner’s son became addicted to OxyContin after
receiving a prescription for carpal tunnel syndrome. He died of a
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heroin overdose after a five-year battle
answers, but if
with addiction. “I no longer judge drug
you aren’t taking
addicts,” Wagner said.
advantage of all
“The biggest weakness I think in
the resources in the
our community is awareness and
region, you’re playing
education,” McMahon said. “So every
one of the organizations that is a
with one hand tied
part of Project Bald Eagle does a big
behind your back.
awareness campaign. We don’t do a lot
of program services, but it is vital to
increase awareness about where to access
services, and how you can get help early on.”
Increasing awareness of the epidemic and providing information to the
community were the reasons Lycoming’s Clear Focus Affinity Community
student group brought Quinones to campus. Elizabeth Ritter ’18 and
Margaret Herzog ’17 are members of Clear Focus who played a big role in
setting up the event and program for Quinones’ visit, as well as the follow-up
activities. “It was an important event on campus, but we wanted to ensure
the community was involved as well,” Herzog said. “It was a good start to
the dialogue,” said Ritter. “I think we opened some people’s eyes to
the problem and helped people see that this is a subject we need to be talking
about.”
“You hear talk about heroin on the news sometimes, but ‘Dreamland’
really opened my eyes to the scope of opioid abuse,” said Amanda
MacTarnaghan ’18 , another member of Clear Focus who helped set up
the event, along with Matthew Reinhart ’18 and Chantelle Lutz ’19. “The
problem is compounded in that people who have been affected by the
epidemic often are reluctant to talk about it. We have to start somewhere,
and I think raising awareness and encouraging discussion are things that
will help create change.”
“The epidemic of patients overdosing on heroin and opioids affects
all of us. There really is no representative patient; the person could be a
teenager or middle age, male or female, rich or poor,” said Steve Johnson
’76, president and CEO of UPMC Susquehanna. “Our community is
unique because with the creation of Project Bald Eagle, we have the
framework already in place to address this crisis. Many other areas
of the country are struggling just to get this started. Through UPMC
Susquehanna’s involvement with Project Bald Eagle, 300 county
residents have been trained in the use of Naloxone and CPR at UPMC
Susquehanna. Only a comprehensive approach can reverse the trend,
prevent new addictions, reduce deaths and improve treatment for the
people of our region.”
Trachte also emphasized the intertwined nature of the vectors that
have caused the proliferation of opioid dependency. “As with many
public health issues, there’s no silver bullet. You have to fight this battle
on multiple fronts. Awareness and making the opioid epidemic part of
the public dialogue are the first steps.”
“Williamsport is part of the national story, and Project Bald Eagle
seems to be doing what most counties should be doing, bringing
together all the different players who can cast the net widely,” said
Quinones. “There are no easy answers, but if you aren’t taking
advantage of all the resources in the region, you’re playing with one
hand tied behind your back.”

ALUMNUS DOING
HIS PART
BY SEN.
GENE YAW ’70
Project Bald
Eagle (PBE), a
collaborative,
community-based
coalition modeled
after Project Lazarus
in North Carolina,
was established in
large part to shed
light on the heroin
and opioid epidemic in our region and stem the
rise of abuse through education, prevention,
treatment, enforcement and data monitoring.
PBE serves as a hub that links victims with
service providers, and works to improve our
current and otherwise fragmented system of
addressing drug issues. To achieve this, PBE
combines public and physician awareness
campaigns, Naloxone trainings and opioid
education, as well as other local efforts to
curb the rise in heroin and opioid abuse in
Northeastern and North Central Pennsylvania.
The Board of Directors serving PBE is a very
diverse group. As a lawmaker, I am tackling the
issue from the legislative side so that our laws
serve to help the community — including
overdose victims — heal, improve prevention
efforts and curtail abuse. As a Lycoming alumnus,
I am proud to work with the College’s leaders
and students to overcome this epidemic.
In 2015, PBE was awarded the Rural Health
Program of the Year Award by the Pennsylvania
Office of Rural Health. Just like the strands of a
rope, each one of the initiatives undertaken by
PBE represents one strand to fight the opioid
and heroin epidemic. Alone, they might not be
fully effective, but together they can strengthen
the rope and our collective efforts to address
this epidemic.
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