A Ft. Zumwalt East student passes out a drug disposal system after the community awareness night. In the bag is a powder that dissolves any drugs put into the bag when mixed with water. After waiting
a few minutes, the pouch can then be put into the trashcan. For larger amounts, it is recommended to go to a local police station to dispose of them.

From Reactive to Proactive
As the number of heroin overdoses in St. Charles continues to grow, many in the community are trying to reverse
the trend
by Noah Slaughter
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O

ne by one, almost every person raises a hand.
There are mothers.
There are fathers.
Others are friends and neighbors.
Most live nearby. Some don’t.
They’ve never met one another, but one thing has brought all of them to
the auditorium at Ft. Zumwalt East on a windy night in January: they all know
someone who has died from prescription painkillers or heroin.
Ft. Zumwalt East hosted a community awareness night about heroin and
prescription painkillers on Jan. 25, hoping to inform locals about these drugs
and slow down their spread. From a detective to an attorney to St. Charles
paramedics, attendees had the opportunity to hear from experts about the effect
of these drugs. The event, which only expected a crowd of 50-100, nearly filled the
auditorium.
“It really reaches all aspects of a family,” Jeremy Moore, assistant superintendent
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of student personnel for Fort Zumwalt, said at the community awareness night. “I
think we’re hard-pressed to not think of one family member or one friend or one
co-worker that hasn’t experienced something negative from the impact of what’s
going on with prescription painkillers and heroin in this community and beyond.”
Overdose deaths from heroin and prescription painkillers in St. Charles more
than doubled between 2008 and 2015, rising from 22 to 53 and making the county
a microcosm of the broader trend in the U.S. As these drugs take more and more
St. Charles residents every year, some feel that the problem is not being properly
addressed.
“Just imagine what kind of conversation we would be having if our motor vehicle
accident rates tripled, or what kind of reaction we would see if our homicide rates
tripled,” Cassie Morris from the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse
said at the January meeting. “Unfortunately, this just isn’t getting the attention
that it needs, which is why we’re seeing and continuing to see these numbers
increase.”
In response to what they view as a lack of knowledge in the community, the
St. Charles ambulance district started an awareness campaign. Last spring,
paramedics wore “Stop Heroin” t-shirts as part of their uniform for two months,

Special Agent Tim McDermott speaks into the microphone and answers an attendee’s question at the FZE auditorium during the community awareness night. Parents, community members and students
attended the meeting and were given a chance to ask questions about heroin and other drugs toward the end of the night. (Photos by Riley McCrackin)

and they now travel to schools and other groups, including a planned trip to FHHS
in April, to give anti-drug presentations. They hope to stop the spread of heroin
by first showing members of the community that St. Charles isn’t immune to the
effects of the drug.
They also plan to start an overdose referral program in St. Charles within the
next month or two. Under this program, paramedics will return to the scene of an
overdose within 24-48 hours to try to get the survivor the help they need to beat
their addiction.
“We decided that we no longer just wanted to take a reactive approach to this
epidemic,” paramedic Lisa Cassidy said. “When I say reactive, I mean that’s all
we ever do and have done in the past. There’s an
overdose, we get a call, we come, we treat the
patient, they wake up or they don’t, and that’s it.
That’s all we do, and they don’t always make it back
to the resources.”
Heroin and prescription painkiller addictions often
go hand-in-hand. Doctors prescribe painkillers like
OxyContin and Percocet for everything from major
dental work to sports injuries. These substances can
be highly addictive, and they are fairly easy to get
with or without a prescription in Missouri, which is
the only state that does not have a prescription drug
monitoring program, even though a few counties,
including St. Charles, have one. This can lead to other drugs, as people who are
addicted to prescription painkillers are 40 times more likely to also be addicted to
heroin, according to a 2015 CDC report.
According to Tim Lohmar, a St. Charles County prosecuting attorney who
was present at the January meeting, the heroin epidemic really started in the

early 2000s, when the federal government began regulating these prescription
painkillers more heavily. Around the same time, heroin started entering the U.S.
in the hands of Mexican drug cartels, eventually making its way to communities
like St. Charles. This made heroin cheaper and easier to get than prescription
painkillers.
“Those people who had opioid addictions through the painkillers, in many cases
in order to feed that addiction, were forced to turn to heroin,” Lohmar said. “That,
in a nutshell, is how we got where we are.”
Much like the ambulance district, Lohmar eventually decided to take an
active stance against drug use in St. Charles. In May 2015, he started the group
Community Resources United to Stop Heroin (CRUSH),
which holds an annual Teen Drug Summit for 350
middle schoolers and also informs students of the
dangers of the drug and the importance of making
healthy decisions, both in classroom settings and in
assemblies. CRUSH hopes that giving the community
information, like at the community awareness night in
January, can help slow the spread of heroin.
“As I’ve been learning more about this, I’ve been
shocked at how prevalent it is,” FHN mother Chris
Schmidt said. “I know three families who have lost
someone to this problem.”
Even though Lohmar says that St. Charles resident are
more aware of the problem now than they were in the past, many feel that there is
still a long way to go.
“We all know that if you don’t treat cancer, it’s going to grow, and eventually you
may die,” Cassidy said. “It’s the same thing with this epidemic. You have to keep
talking about it.”

“We all know that if you don’t
treat cancer, it’s going to grow,
and eventually you may die.
It’s the same thing with this
epidemic. You have to keep
talking about it.”
-Cassie Morris
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