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By The Canton Repository Editorial Board

When Stark County Mental Health & Addiction Recovery hosts its third annual
Opiate Symposium on Wednesday at Walsh University, attendees from the law
enforcement, medical, pharmaceutical and addiction counseling community will
gather under a cloud of distressing news.

Three recent reports underscore how the heroin and opioid epidemic continues
plotting a ruinous and relentless path with an indeterminable end.

The latest report is also the most devastating. Overdose deaths in Stark County
this year already have surpassed the total for all of 2015, The Canton
Repository's Shane Hoover reported Monday. Of the 80 unintentional overdose
deaths, 68 involved opiates, specifically heroin and fentanyl.

That means a drug overdose is three times to four times more likely to claim the
life of a friend or family member in Stark County than a traffic accident, based
on recent statistics.

The surge has prompted Stark County Coroner Dr. P.S. Murthy to seek a large
increase in funding from Stark County commissioners to pay for additional
staffing. Rick Walters, a Stark County Coroner investigator, was blunt in his
assessment of the situation:

"A lot of times we find them with a needle still hanging from their arm," he told
the Repository's Robert Wang. "They die so fast from the strength of the drug."
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In a recent statewide poll, Cincinnati-based Interact For Health found that a
quarter of adult Ohioans know someone who has abused prescription painkillers
or used heroin. The poll's results are on par with findings from 2015, Hoover
reported, and also suggest that people are becoming more aware of the epidemic
as addicts come forward and family members talk more openly about it,
according to Cindy Koumoutzis, state director of the advocacy group Ohio
Change Addiction Now.

Lastly, statistics from the Ohio Department of Transportation show that
drugged driving crashed increased 9 percent by mid-October over the same
period of a year ago. Ohio Highway Patrol officials tie the trend to increased
drug abuse and addiction in the state.

All this news hardly comes as a shock in a state that leads the nation in opioid
overdose deaths, as The Columbus Dispatch reported last week. But it signals
that much work remains, which is why forums like the ones put on by Mental
Health & Addiction Recovery are so critical. Only until we understand the depth
and breadth of the problem will we be able to tackle it effectively.

Law enforcement, medical professionals and others who've joined this fight
cannot win it on their own, no matter their level of devotion and persistence.
The work they'll do during the daylong Opiate Symposium at Walsh's Barrette
Center in North Canton on Wednesday, and each day going forward, must be
complemented by community involvement. More state and federal resources are
needed, undoubtedly, but so is an engaged citizenry that's more willing than ever
to discuss this problem with family members and friends.

If the recent reports aren't enough to get Stark County residents talking about
this problem, we wonder, what exactly will it take?


