
The Allegheny Co Overdose Crisis:
2018 - Update

Allegheny County 
Overdose Prevention 

Coalition Summer 
Conference

July 19, 2018

Karl E. Williams MD MPH

Chief Medical Examiner

Allegheny County











Total US Drug Deaths - 2015

American Deaths in Vietnam = 58,318 

















Pennsylvania - Overdoses



Source: Pennsylvania Coroner Data

Percentage Change in Heroin Mentions in Drug-Related Overdose
Decedents, Pennsylvania, 2014 to 2015



Entrepreneurs?

• Purdue Pharmaceuticals sold 
$37 billion of Oxycodone to 5% 
of the world’s population – the 
United States

• They targeted physicians by 
promising that their formulation 
could not be abused and was 
not that addictive

They forgot to tell the drug 
addicted community



Arthur Sackler       1913 – 1987

• Valium became the first $100 
million drug

• He developed a newspaper 
house organ called Scope for 
Upjohn. In 1960, based on this 
model, he began publishing 
Medical Tribune

• Sackler School of Medicine in Tel 
Aviv University, 



“But the drug wasn’t as abuse-resistant as it claimed”

London  - a former 1805 gunpowder store



Purdue and OxyContin

• In 2001, in addition to the average sales 
representative's annual salary of $55 000, 
annual bonuses averaged $71 500, with a 
range of $15 000 to nearly $240 000. Purdue 
paid $40 million in sales incentive bonuses to 
its sales representatives that year.19

• From 1996 to 2000, Purdue increased its 
internal sales force from 318 sales 
representatives to 671, and its total physician 
call list from approximately 33 400 to 44 500 
to approximately 70 500 to 94 000 
physicians.19 Through the sales 
representatives, Purdue used a patient starter 
coupon program for OxyContin that provided 
patients with a free limited-time prescription 
for a 7- to 30-day supply. By 2001, when the 
program was ended, approximately 34 000 
coupons had been redeemed national

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2622774/#bib19
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2622774/#bib19


McKesson Case – 60 Minutes





Diversion Partnership



McKesson Case – 60 Minutes

• McKesson filled 1.6 million orders from the Aurora warehouse and 
reported only 16 as suspicious between June 2008 and May 2013
• “We would have a pharmacy in a small town out in Colorado, 200 miles from 

Denver, that is getting the same number of pills or perhaps exceeding a 
pharmacy that is located next to a medical center in the city of Denver.”

• Fine of $150 million
• While the fine set a record for drug distributors, it is only about $50 million 

more than the compensation last year for McKesson board chairman and 
chief executive John H. Hammergren











Pharmacies that provide Narcan









Allegheny County – 2008 to 2017 – Top Ten Drugs



Allegheny County – Age Distribution











15210



Heroin: bricks, bundles, stamp bags…





Changing Overdose Patterns – 2008 to 2107



Allegheny County - 2013



Onset of fentanyl – Allegheny County

Diverted Rx - Duragesic



Allegheny County ODs (2018) = 87



Westmoreland County Ods (2018) = 40









• Transdermal patch

• Fentanyl lipophilic, readily absorbed through skin, releasing drug to 
blood stream for 72 hours.

• Allows for long lasting pain relief.

Duragesic Patch

Drug Reservoir

Release Membrane

ADHESIVE
Protective Membrane

Backing



• Gary L. Henderson, professor at University of California School of 
Medicine, Dept. of Pharmacology

• Defined “Designer Drug” as:
• Synthetic drug of abuse

• Analog of the pharmaceutical fentanyl

• Illicit laboratory producing an original drug

• Not an illicit copy of the pharmaceutical

• No clinical evaluations in humans

• Not listed on DEA list of restricted drugs

“Designer Drug”



• 1979 
• α-methylfentanyl

• 1984
• α-methylacetylfentanyl

California Designer Drug Outbreak (1979-
1984) • 1984

• 3-methylfentanyl
• Cis isomer: 6000x morphine

• Trans isomer: 400x morphine

• Overall identified 10 illicit 
analogs

• Extremely potent!!



• Emergency room at AGH and County Coroner (Dr. Perper) identified cases clinically consistent 
with overdose.
• No detectable levels of common drugs of abuse.
• Undercover narcotics agents purchased street drugs and submitted them to the lab.
• Identified 3–methylfentanyl (TMF): 400x Morphine potency
• Total number of  deaths: 16 cases

• First instance of a designer drug outbreak outside of California
• Calgon Chemist – Thomas Schaefers (47) responsible for the synthesis of 3-methylfentanyl

• Synthesis began in fall of 1987
• Distributor:

• Cooperated with authorities
• Received 11 years

• Schaefers:

• Sentenced to 40 years

Fentanyl Outbreak 1: 1988



Onset of fentanyl – Allegheny County

Diverted Rx - Duragesic



Drug deaths with fentanyl - 2017

Fentanyl

Only

Heroin in 

Combined 

Overdose

Other 

Combined 

Overdose

Total

Fentanyl 

Found 

% Total OD 

Cases

Fentanyl 

Found 

2017 64 185 239 488 73.38%

2016 60 204 140 404 62.25%

2015 8 74 40 122 28.77%

2014 7 29 23 59 19.22%

2013 1 0 7 8 2.88%

2012 1 1 12 14 4.83%



Carfenatanil – Allegheny + Westmoreland Co.



Carfenatanil
Cuyahoga Medical Examiner Office

Felo  AAFS 2018 – Workshop #5

Carfentanil = 25



Heroin/Fentanyl in Ohio
Source: Stanton Wheasler - Ohio BCI 

AAFS 2018 – Workshop #

• Percentage of heroin and/or fentanyl 
samples for a given county containing at 
least fentanyl.

• Likelihood that a user out to buy “Heroin” 
in a given county will receive Fentanyl

• West side of the state is controlled by I-75 
which runs Canada-Detroit-Cincinnati-
South

• Central and Southeast was largely run 
by Columbus, which was more black-
tar driven. Slower to the fentanyl 
game.



Carfenatanil – Allegheny + Westmoreland Co.



Fentanyl analogues

Acetyl fentanyl



Why Fentanyl and China



Where are we headed 
Ten year projections



Where are we going from here? 

Worst Cast Scenario Best Cast Scenario



Possible scenarios for dealing with crisis

• The best-case projection has fatal overdoses falling below 22,000 a year by 
2027. But experts say reaching that level would require a major public 
investment in evidence-based treatment options and a concerted push 
among medical providers to control pain with non-narcotic therapies 
before trying prescription opioids

• By contrast, federal officials estimate that opioid abuse drains nearly $80 
billion a year from the American economy because of expenses tied to 
health care, criminal justice, and lost productivity.

• The worst case scenario for opioid deaths forecast for 2027 is 40,652. The 
forecasted change is 23% since 2015 when it was 33,091.
This curve assumes opioid deaths increase until a combination of increased 
naloxone access, decreased prescription opioids, and increased treatment 
lowers fatal overdoses



One version of possibilities



Alternatives?

• Diversion of resources from the War on Drugs
• How is the War on Drugs gone since 1970?

• Can we “Arrest our way out of the problem”?

• Only 10% of the “addicted population” have access to necessary recourses

• Should we consider “radical” alternatives
• Legal “injection centers”

• Vancouver BC

• The Portugal experience
• Decriminalized in 2001

• Small  quantities = fine + treatment referral

• Lowest death rate and radical decrease HIV




