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Metropolitan King County Council
Law, Justice, Health and Human Services Committee



STAFF REPORT

	Agenda Item:
	9
	Name:
	Miranda Leskinen

	Proposed No.:
	2022-0001
	Date:
	July 7, 2022



SUBJECT

A Motion declaring the widespread distribution of fentanyl and fentanyl-related overdoses a public health crisis.

SUMMARY

Proposed Motion 2022-0001 would express a policy statement of the King County Council that the widespread distribution of fentanyl and fentanyl-related overdoses are a public health crisis, plus request the Executive to identify strategies and recommendations regarding the County’s public health response. 

There are amendments: Amendment 1, and corresponding title amendment T1, would ask the requested information to be provided in a report to the Council by October 15, 2022. These proposed amendments are provided as attachments 2 and 3 to this staff report.

BACKGROUND 

Fentanyl is a synthetic opioid approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for use as an analgesic and anesthetic.[footnoteRef:1] According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), fentanyl is up to 50 times stronger than heroin and 100 times stronger than morphine and is a major contributor to fatal and non-fatal overdoses in the United States.[footnoteRef:2] As further described, there are two types of fentanyl: pharmaceutical fentanyl and illicitly manufactured fentanyl. Pharmaceutical fentanyl is prescribed by doctors to treat severe pain, such as for cancer patients. Illicitly manufactured fentanyl, however, is distributed through illegal drug markets.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  U.S. Department of Justice – Drug Enforcement Administration. Drug Fact Sheet: Fentanyl, URL: https://www.dea.gov/sites/default/files/2020-06/Fentanyl-2020_0.pdf. Last accessed on June 24, 2022.]  [2:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The Facts About Fentanyl. URL: https://www.cdc.gov/stopoverdose/fentanyl/index.html. Last accessed on June 24, 2022.]  [3:  In 2021, the DEA seized more than 15,000 pounds of illicit fentanyl in the United States (four times the amount seized in 2017). Source: U.S. Department of Justice – Drug Enforcement Administration. DEA Warns of Increase in Mass-Overdose Events Involving Deadly Fentanyl. Press Release: April 6, 2022. URL:https://www.dea.gov/press-releases/2022/04/06/dea-warns-increase-mass-overdose-events-involving-deadly-fentanyl. Last accessed on June 27, 2022. More recently, in March of 2022, local law enforcement conducted an operation that seized a large quantity of illicit drugs in King County with a total street value of over $750,000 that included 71,680 fentanyl pills. Source URL: Sheriff’s Office team effort shuts down fentanyl trafficking organization | Employee News (kcemployees.com). Last accessed on June 27, 2022.] 

The CDC estimates, based on provisional data, there were over 107,000 drug overdose deaths in the United States during 2021. As further reported, the data shows overdose deaths involving opioids increased from 2020 to 2021 – with deaths from synthetic opioids (primarily fentanyl) increasing from an estimated 57,834 deaths in 2020 to an estimated 71,238 deaths in 2021.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Centers for Disease Control and Prevention – National Center for Health Statistics. Press Release: U.S. Overdose deaths in 2021 Increased Half as Much as in 2020 – But are Still Up 15%. May 11, 2022. URL: https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/pressroom/nchs_press_releases/2022/202205.htm. ] 


According to the King County Medical Examiner’s Office, 376 drug and alcohol deaths have occurred in 2022 (as of June 23) in King County.[footnoteRef:5] Of these deaths, 223 (59 percent) involved fentanyl. Image 1 provides a summary of fentanyl-involved deaths in King County from 2018-2022.  [5:  This number includes confirmed (347), possible/unconfirmed (16) and probable (29) deaths. Source: King County Fatal Overdoses Dashboard. URL: https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/examiner/services/reports-data/overdose.aspx. Last accessed on June 24, 2022.] 


Image 1. Number of Fentanyl-Involved Deaths, 2018-2022 (As of June 23, 2022)
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Source: https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/examiner/services/reports-data/overdose.aspx 

Additionally, King County monitors the number of overdoses treated by King County Emergency Medical Services (EMS) and Emergency Departments (ED). According to the data, an average of 376 individuals a month (for January-May 2022) were treated by King County EMS personnel.[footnoteRef:6] As noted in the data, nearly all overdoses treated by EMS personnel are non-fatal. [6:  Public Health – Seattle & King County. Non-fatal Overdose. URL: https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/overdose-prevention/non-fatal.aspx. Last accessed on June 24, 2022.] 


As stated on the Public Health – Seattle & King County (Public Health) website regarding overdose prevention and response, “Public Health is addressing the opioid epidemic as we would any other health issue – working with partners to prevent overdoses, increasing access to treatment, and providing harm reduction services to reduce the health impacts for people with substance use disorder”.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Public Health – Seattle & King County, Overdose Prevention and Response. URL: https://kingcounty.gov/depts/health/overdose-prevention.aspx. Last accessed on June 24, 2022.] 


It is important to note that the Public Health website includes links to several local services and resources, including fentanyl-specific services and resources, for King County residents. Of further note, during a March 30, 2022, special meeting of the Regional Policy Committee, executive staff from both Public Health and the Department of Community and Human Services (DCHS) provided a briefing to the committee regarding King County substance use and overdose trends and overdose prevention response update, including a summary of highlighted prevention strategies, treatment and engagement supports, and treatment strategies on the response continuum.[footnoteRef:8] As indicated on the Public Health website, the department is closely monitoring an increase in overdose deaths linked to fentanyl. [8:  Regional Policy Committee. Briefing 2022-B0047: Public Heath Response to the Opioid Crisis. March 30, 2022. ] 


ANALYSIS

Proposed Motion 2022-0001 would express a policy statement of the King County Council that the widespread distribution of fentanyl and fentanyl-related overdoses, including fatal and non-fatal overdoses, are a public health crisis 

The motion would also request the Executive to work in consultation with Public Health (PHSKC) and the Department of Public Safety (KCSO) to identify existing strategies and request the Executive to work with PHSKC to make recommendations regarding the County’s public health response. Specifically, the motion would ask for information including: 1) existing strategies and resources to reduce fentanyl-involved overdoses and disrupt the supply of illicitly manufactured fentanyl; and 2) recommendations to increase the County's public health response regarding fentanyl-involved overdoses, including areas that King County could further invest in to prevent fentanyl-involved overdoses and reduce the supply of illicit fentanyl.

It is important to note that the proposed motion does not outline or identify commitments on behalf of the Council, such as intended action items and/or advocacy commitment(s), nor would it allocate funding or direct specific action to be taken (that would require additional legislation). 


AMENDMENT

There are amendments: Amendment 1 (Attachment 2), and corresponding title amendment T1 (Attachment 3), would ask the requested information to be provided in a report to the Council by October 15, 2022. The report would be sent electronically to the Clerk of the Council, who would then email a copy to each councilmember and the lead staff for the LJHHS Committee (or its successor if applicable).

INVITED

Brad Finegood, Strategic Advisor, Chronic Disease & Injury Prevention, Public Health – Seattle & King County

ATTACHMENTS

1. Proposed Motion 2022-0001
2. Amendment 1
3. Title Amendment T1
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