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S THE OPIOID EPIDEMIC THAT KILLS 115 
Americans each day continues to 
grow in Florida, health providers 
are seeking treatment funds for 
patients who overdose again and 
again. 

Addiction experts describe the pattern: 
Users overdose, then are revived by Narcan 
in a hospital or by EMS, then may go to 
detox, end up back on the street and then 
overdose again.

A total of 2,096 Floridians — more than 
11 people a day — died due to an opioid in 
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A lack of access and 
willingness to get 
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the 
crisis in 

Southwest 
Florida
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to overdosing on heroin

Annual deaths in U.S. attributed 
to overdosing on opioids

Percent increase in deaths in Florida caused by 
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BY DAN HUDAK
Florida Weekly Movie Critic

SEE SIZZLE, C4 X

UMMER MOVIE SEASON STARTRR ED A
WEEK EARLY THIS year, with “Avengers:
Infinity War” hitting theaters the last week of 
April rather than the first week of May, which
is the traditional start of the season. Why a

week earlier? Money, of course. Disney had planned
a May 4 release, and waited until other high-profile 
movies stayed two weeks away from that date before 
moving to April 27. Those sly foxes at the Mouse

Movies will have
action, drama …

something for 
everyone

SUMMERSUMMER

will

COURTESY PHOTO
Top: Ryan Reynolds in 
“Deadpool 2.”

Above: Woody Harrel-
son, Alden Ehrenreich, 
and Joonas Suotamo 
in “Solo: A Star Wars 
Story.”

Left: “Incredibles 2.”
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Chip Shotwell was not intimidated by 
a little Latin the day he volunteered as a 
Guardian ad Litem.

Nor was he off-put by the hard reality 
of kids either abused, neglected or aban-
doned by their parents — and of what that 
could mean in the mind of a child.

“Ad litem” means “for the suit,” so Mr. 
Shotwell joined the Guardian ad Litem 
program in Florida’s 20th Circuit on the 
southwest coast to represent the best 
interests of children in court, as the court 
decides their fate.

To reunite them with biological par-
ents who can demonstrate a reinvigorated 
capacity to raise their children properly is 
always Option 1, but not always possible.

Placing them with relatives, in orphan-
ages or in foster homes where their real 
parents might or might not be allowed to 
see them is Option 2.

Mr. Shotwell became a guardian of the 
other galaxy, in other words — the one 
inhabited by innocent young people who, 
through no fault of their own, find them-
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All of this summer’s movies set to 
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the first six months of 2017, according 
to the latest interim report from the 
Florida Medical Examiners Commis-
sion. That’s a 27 percent increase from 
the year before.

A snapshot of the epidemic shows:
■ In the first six months of 2017, the 

number of Florida deaths caused by 
synthetic forms of fentanyl increased 
479 percent compared to the same time 
in 2016, the medical examiners commis-
sion reported.

■ Palm Beach County Fire Rescue, 
which provides EMS services to a popu-
lation of more than 900,000 in a county 
recognized nationally as an epicenter of 
the epidemic, reports that spending on 
Narcan increased from $17,341 in 2012 to 
$307,648 so far in 2018.

■ In 2014, Collier County EMS admin-
istered 104 doses of Narcan, the same 
number administered in the first four 
months of 2018. Last year, Collier EMS 
administered 617 doses. 

■ At four Lee County hospitals oper-
ated by Lee Health, the number of 
opioid overdoses rose from 171 in 2013 
to 955 in 2017, a 458 percent increase. 
Lee Health reports there have already 
been 440 overdoses and five deaths in 
the first six months of fiscal year 2018 
(October through March). 

A lack of follow up care has led to a 
“revolving door” at places like Salus-
Care’s detox facility in Lee County, an 
epicenter of the epidemic in South-
west Florida, with the same patients 
often coming back again and again. 
The regional alcohol and drug rehab 
treatment center’s budget included 4.4 
million in funding from Lee County for 
2017-18. 

“So you take them off the street and 
put them in detox for seven to 10 days 
and send them right back out to the 
street, what are they supposed to do?” 
said Kari-Anne Spiller, who holds week-
ly group meetings at the detox facil-
ity and is founder and director of The 
Surrender House Recovery Residence, 
a FARR-certified facility in Cape Coral 
and Fort Myers. “We see so much need 
in the community for continual care 
after detox.”

Specialists point to too little fund-
ing for medication-assisted treatment 
(MAT) — which is defined as a combi-
nation of behavioral therapy and medi-
cation — and other resources, for many 
addicts who do want to get help. People 
also face the stigma of addiction, a 
chronic illness often seen as a moral 
failing when in fact — as with heart 
disease or diabetes — patients bear per-
sonal responsibility for managing it, but 
are also affected in ways beyond their 
control, experts say. And many people 
who suffer from addiction are not ready 

or willing to get help. 
Eileen Kappenman, who is in recov-

ery, now three years clean, manages 
Surrender House residences and works 
at SalusCare’s detox. 

“There are so many people out there 
who want to be clean, but it has such 
a pull on them, such a strong hold on 
them that they can’t. And they tell you 
until they’re blue in the face,” she said. “I 
can tell they’re telling the truth because 
I’ve been there, but they just cannot get 
(clean)… There are not enough resourc-
es for help. They’re not in detox long 
enough, in my opinion.”

Todd Cordisco, a SalusCare spokes-
person, said in an email that “additional 
funding is needed.”

SalusCare recently applied for a fed-
eral grant to help with follow-up care 
that includes Screening, Brief Inter-

vention, and Referral to Treatment 
(SBIRT), MAT and other services. It 
does use MAT for some patients, treat-
ing them with the drug naltrexone. The 
agency plans to expand in the coming 
months by using buprenorphine as well.

“Effective substance disorder treat-
ment requires the availability of a com-
plete continuum of care, so use of detox 
alone can be a revolving door,” Mr. 
Cordisco wrote. 

And the 20 beds at SalusCare’s 28-day 
residential drug and alcohol rehab facil-
ity in Fort Myers are not meeting the 
demand for people who want to get 
help.

“We have people who are waiting to 
come in, just waiting for bed availabil-
ity,” said Steven Hill, director of resi-
dential programs. 

Across SalusCare’s recovery residenc-

es, which includes a facility for adoles-
cents and an adult halfway house, an 
estimated 55 to 70 percent of the people 
there on any given day meet the criteria 
for severe Opioid Use Disorder, Mr. Hill 
said. 

“I think the community as a whole 
needs to really educate people on 
understanding that addiction is really 
a chronic relapsing brain disease,” he 
said.

“Right now the community need is 
just kind of continually going up and 
we’re seeing more and more getting 
thrown at us with the types of addiction 
that are going around, the intensity of 
the overdoses. It’s really a mess.”

The overdoses and deaths have far-
reaching implications for mental health 
and substance abuse as well. Valerie’s 
House, a Southwest Florida nonprofit 
that helps grieving children and fami-
lies work through the loss of a loved 
one, formed a new support group for 
those who have suffered a loss due to 

OPIOIDS
From page 1

An Opioid Family Grief Support 
Group is running for 12 sessions, every 
other Sunday from 2 to 4 p.m. at Valer-
ie’s House at 1762 Fowler Street in Fort 
Myers. Guest speakers will represent 
the Lee County Sheriff ’s Office and 
those in the addiction treatment field. 
Valerie’s House is a nonprofit that helps 
grieving children and families work 
through the loss of a loved one

It began on April 29. Emails and calls 
from people interested in joining have 
continued to come in. A licensed thera-
pist will be on hand for each meeting. At 

the first one, there 
were seven children 
who came from Lee 
and Collier coun-
ties, including two 
4-year-olds. Both 
lost their mothers 
to drug overdose. 
One came with 
grandparents, and 
the other with dad. 

Older children ages 10, 11 and 12 split 
into a separate group. 

Executive Director Angela Melvin 
said the older kids especially had a 
lot of questions and concerns. Nothing 
was off the table. Some were angry at 

the person who gave their parents the 
drugs or used with them. They recog-
nized that their loved ones had personal 
responsibility but that they also may 
have been sick in some way. They talked 
about lying and covering things up, 
secrets, and guilt. 

The adults had their own concerns 
as well.

“The number one fear that they have 
is that their children will follow in the 
footsteps, because the statistics are so 
high for that,” Ms. Melvin said. 

Jeff Lampila, 33, attended the group 
with his 4-year-old daughter and 8-year-
old son.  They lost wife and mom Ans-
ley, a Lee County elementary school 

teacher, to a drug overdose in 2015. 
She had struggled with an addiction to 
prescription pills for years. After sur-
gery following a car accident she was 
prescribed opioid and other pain medi-
cation and later turned to illegal drugs.

Mr. Lampila said after the group 
meeting his son said, “They’re all like 
me. And I said, ‘everyone there has lost 
someone to some kind of substance,’ so 
that’s one of the things we talked about 
on the way home.”

Families interested in participating in 
the group or those who wish to volun-
teer are asked to contact Laura Romig, 
director of care and compassion, at 841-
9186 or laura@valerieshouseswfl.org. ■

Opioid family grief support group offers help
BY EVAN WILLIAMS
ewilliams@fl oridaweekly.com

MELVIN

VANDY MAJOR / FLORIDA WEEKLY
Sleeping rooms at Saluscare in Fort Myers 
have up to four beds to a room. The rooms 
open to the dayroom, meeting room and 
nurse station. 
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the opioid epidemic. It’s open to anyone 
in the community who is raising a child 
after the loss of a loved one due to drug 
abuse.

Last October, executive director 
Angela Melvin started to see a trend in 
one or two families each week coming 
to them because a loved one had died of 
an opioid overdose.

“The children, they are the silent vic-
tims,” she said. “They are the ones who 
are growing up without a parent or pos-
sibly a sibling and the impact that has on 
their life going forward is tremendous.”

Opioids are a class of drugs that 
includes prescription medication such 
as oxycodone and illicit heroin and fen-
tanyl. People who were once addicted 
to prescription opioids often turned 
to illicit drugs after efforts to stop the 
influx of pills. More recent waves of 
overdoses and deaths continues to be 
fueled by illicit fentanyl that has been 
used to cut a variety of street drugs such 
as heroin, cocaine, and counterfeit pills, 
making them exponentially more pow-
erful and deadly. 

The revolving door at the detox facil-
ity is seen by others at the front lines of 
the opioid epidemic, including county 
Emergency Medical Services respond-
ers and ER doctors.

Only about 20 percent of patients 
treated for an overdose at Lee Health 
hospitals in Lee County request help 
with addiction, said Dr. Aaron Wohl, an 
emergency physician who has studied 
solutions to the crisis and been on its 
front lines for several years.

Although the epidemic requires a host 
of solutions, he feels one of the most 
acute is a lack of access to MAT, used to 
help wean people off 
opioids all together, 
such as methadone, 
buprenorphine and 
naltrexone. 

“ Co m m u n i t i e s , 
statewide and fed-
erally, that’s what 
we need,” Dr. Wohl 
said. “That is hap-
pening, it’s just very 
slow and the trend 
is going to continue to be very slow as 
the money sort of trickles down into 
the communities. Because right now 
our community’s access to medication-
assisted therapy, it’s just woefully inad-
equate.”

Many treatment centers have not 
adopted MAT. A recent appropriation 
of $65 million in state funding to address 
different aspects of the opioid epidemic, 
including emergency care, reducing the 
supply of prescription opioids and MAT, 
is not enough, Dr. Wohl argues.

“Still, the model that has been the 
most popular has been detoxifying the 
patient and then abstinence, which is 
completely inadequate for opioid use 
disorder. So the gold-standard among 
addiction specialists is undoubtedly 
access to MAT.”

At the federal level, $6 billion was 
appropriated in February to fight the 
opioid epidemic, a small amount com-
pared to the more than $124.6 billion 
allocated to fight HIV/AIDS in the U.S. 
from 2013-2017. For fiscal year 2018, 
the federal government has requested 
another $26.6 billion to fight HIV/AIDS. 

“We need to throw so much money at 
this as a nation,” Dr. Wohl said. “We did 
it for HIV and we haven’t even gotten 
close to that kind of spending concern-
ing the opioid epidemic and I believe 
that’s because of the stigma that still 
surrounds addiction and mental health.” 

In February, The New York Times 
asked 30 experts in the United States to 
imagine they had $100 billion to spend 
on the opioid crisis, less than domestic 
spending on HIV/AIDS over the last five 
years. Out of four main categories aimed 
at stopping the epidemic — treatment, 
harm reduction, supply and demand — 
the panel allocated the most money for 

medication-assisted treatment. 
They also allocated money for harm 

reduction strategies such as syringe 
exchange programs (only one is cur-
rently being used in Florida, in Miami) 
and the use of the Narcan. Since July 
2016, Narcan has been available to the 
public through CVS pharmacies.

Narcan is the brand name of naloxone 
HCl nasal spray. It’s the first and only 
FDA-approved nasal form of naloxone 
for the emergency treatment of a known 
or suspected opioid overdose, accord-
ing to the maker. The spray counteracts 
the life-threatening effects of opioid 
overdose. 

The U.S. Surgeon General Jerome 
Adams issued a statement this year 
encouraging more Americans to carry 
naloxone:

“For patients currently taking high 
doses of opioids as prescribed for pain, 
individuals misusing prescription opi-
oids, individuals using illicit opioids 
such as heroin or fentanyl, health care 
practitioners, family and friends of peo-
ple who have an opioid use disorder, 
and community members who come 

into contact with people at risk for 
opioid overdose, knowing how to use 
naloxone and keeping it within reach 
can save a life.”

First responders armed with Nar-
can are saving lives but not preventing 
people from using, and the increase in 
emergency care is increasingly expen-
sive.

Lee County’s Emergency Medical Ser-
vices responds to hun-

dreds of calls each 
year in which nalox-
one is administered. 
Some Lee County 
Sheriff ’s Office dep-
uties also carry it, a 
county spokesper-
son said. A county 
spokeswoman said 
Lee EMS does not 
talk to the media 

about opioids. A Sher-
iff ’s Office spokesman said the office 
declined to discuss it as well.

Lee County Commissioner Cecil Pen-
dergrass said, “We need to provide more 
services afterwards, we need to provide 

rehabilitation and maybe even housing. 
A lot of these people get into a position 
in life where they don’t have anywhere 
to go afterwards...

“Yes, if (naloxone) is saving a life it’s 
priceless, we’re going to continue doing 
it, it’s worth it. The problem is we’re 
having the same patients over and over 
again.”

After EMS technicians give a patient 
a dose or more of Narcan, they often 
receive more at a 
hospital emergency 
room because the 
increasing strength 
of various types of 
fentanyl — which 
can be 100 times 
more potent than 
morphine — is over-
riding the antidote. 

“Like before we 
would give Narcan 
and somebody would come right out of 
the high and kind of come up fighting,” 
said Tabatha Butcher, Collier County 
EMS chief. “Now they’re not responsive 
at all or it takes another dose just to 
kind of barely arouse them.”

For patients, suddenly coming off 
their opioid high from naloxone can be 
an awful feeling that leads some to be 
aggressive or even violent. 

“When the patient is revived, about 
70 percent of them can become a little 
bit aggressive and frustrated and they’re 
profoundly embarrassed and a bit 
incredulous and they oftentimes want 
to leave immediately,” Dr. Wohl said.

ER staff tries to keep them there when 
possible to monitor them because they 
are often on multiple drugs, not just 
opioids, and the effect of the naloxone 
could wear off after about an hour while 
the narcotic drug still in their system 
lasts longer. Lee Health is beginning to 
look at trying to link patients identified 
in the ER with opioid use disorder with 
recovery specialists and provide ser-
vices such as a call back the day after to 
see if they made an appointment. ■
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Nurse “Kitty” in the med room. She has 
worked at Saluscare for nine years. VANDY MAJOR / FLORIDA WEEKLY

Narcan is the brand name of naloxone HCl nasal spray. 
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By the numbers
11 The number of Floridians who died per 

day from an opioid overdose in the fi rst six 
months of 2017

2,096 The number of Floridians who died in the 
fi rst six months of 2017 from an opioid 

479 percent The increase in deaths in Florida 
caused by synthetic forms of fentanyl being 
used to cut heroin, cocaine, counterfeit 
pills and other illicit drugs in the fi rst half 
of 2017 

118 percent Increase in the rate of opioid-re-
lated overdose deaths in Florida since 2013 
(This is based on the rate of opioid-related 
deaths in Florida growing from 6.6 in 2013 
to 14.4 in 2016)
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