The Healing Forest

48 Conversations About the Opioid Epidemic
and Community Recovery in Washtenaw County

Executive Summary
Background
Washtenaw County is in the midst of a crisis. Over 2000 Washtenaw County residents have experienced
opioid related poisonings in the past seven years — now up to at least 14 each week. Two of these 14 die,
the vast majority of whom are in the prime years of their life, from youth and young adults to people in the
40s and 50s.
The factors that have led us to this unthinkable situation are complex and must be examined. They are
partially caused and perpetuated by individuals’ health and living conditions. However, they are primarily
driven by a tidal wave of health care practice and system level changes, as well as daunting profit motives
and economic forces. We cannot expect to unravel these knots and sustain community recovery until we
address all of the contributing elements.
Methods
We count the number of deaths, overdoses, hospitalizations, and disabilities caused by the overdoses,
children orphaned, families disintegrated, jobs lost, and dollars spent on rescues. But the numbers cannot tell
the story of how we arrived here and how we move our community into recovery.
Over the past six years, the Washtenaw County Health Department has committed resources to prioritizing
this issue, resulting in 48 conversations with those on the front lines of the opioid epidemic. Anonymous
contributors generously shared their time, insights, and recommendations for progressing toward community
recovery. Health Department epidemiologist Adreanne Waller talked to people in recovery, those in active
use, outreach workers, parents, first responders, employers, health care providers, social workers, addiction
specialists and more. This report highlights themes from these discussions and includes nearly 150 direct
quotes that provide informed and compassionate points of view about the causes and influences that
perpetuate the issues, as well as the considerations that will move us towards a comprehensive solution.
Results
The conversations included numerous repeating themes, which provide the framework for the report. These
include high level root causes and changes needed in terms of economic policy and provider practices of the
pharmaceutical industry, health care and treatment systems. They also include specific individual level
issues such as mental illness, chronic disease, and employment related challenges, as well as the need to
be creative and compassionate regarding law enforcement and harm reduction in minimizing disease
progression and risks. Finally, the front line discussions almost always included a bottom line that the entire
community is involved in this epidemic, not just the person with the substance use disorder. Community
recovery at multiple levels is necessary for sustained solutions.
Moving Forward
As the Health Department, we hope that these conversations continue. As the epidemic continues to evolve
and mutate on a yearly, and even monthly, basis, we need to continue to listen to the difficult truths that
those on the front lines know. This approach is not simple or quick or easily addressed through analysis of
big data. Listening is the only thing that will make the numbers make sense and worth collecting.
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