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While COVID-19 has become the dominant 
catastrophe of the moment, other longstanding 
crises have taken a backseat in the public eye.

The opioid crisis, an epidemic that has taken 
many more lives over a much longer stretch of 
time, is seeing a new rash of overdoses since the 
start of the pandemic.

Data provided by Suffolk County Police 
shows overdoses have generally increased 
from the same months last year to this year. In 
March, police counted a total of 14 fatal over-
doses compared to 27 in 2019. There were 108 
nonfatal overdoses compared to 93 last year. 
In April, the numbers jumped wildly from 15 
fatal overdoses in 2019 to 30 in 2020. Nonfatal 
leaped from 67 to 113.

District Attorney Tim Sini’s (D) projections 
of overdose numbers tell an even more morose 
tale. With data that includes ODs that weren’t 
confi rmed yet by toxicology reports, seeing a to-
tal increase of 19 percent of both fatal and non-
fatal overdoses compared to the previous year. 
Though those numbers include all overdoses, 
not just related to opioids.

While it may be too soon to determine a spe-
cifi c link between the pandemic and the increase 
of overdoses, drug counselors and rehabs say 
they have seen the marked connection between 
isolation, mental illness and drug dependence. 
As time goes on and the country faces economic 
turmoil, some worry the situation may not im-
prove for the rest of the year.
Addiction Relief Shifts to Remote Help

Dr. Carol Carter, the director of the Sunshine 
Prevention Center in Port Jefferson Station, 
works especially with youth and parents deal-
ing with mental health and drug-related issues. 
She said her center quickly had to scramble after 
the state fi rst started closing down. Since then 
the center has been hosting most programs over 
Zoom or in Facebook Live sessions. They have 
especially tried to focus on appreciating diver-
sity, the issues of isolation and other anxieties. 
They have done children’s book reading and 

puppet shows over the internet as well, looking 
for ways to maintain positivity. They have also 
connected with families by dropping off care 
packages and calling families each week.

But while such meetings may be a substitute 
for counseling sessions, Carter said the main 
diffi culty is preventing people from getting on 
drugs, especially as so many remain cooped up 
indoors,  many in unstable situations.

“We’ve seen an increase of response hotline, 
in depression and suicidal ideations,” Carter 
said. “We’re still collecting data, but we’ve 
heard of an increase in domestic abuse, an in-
crease in substance use, alcohol abuse, as their 
way of coping with isolation.”

Director of Drug and Alcohol Counseling 
Services at the Smithtown Horizons Counseling 
and Education Center, Matthew Neebe, said it’s 
hard to gauge if there has been an increase in 
drug use since the pandemic as the center is not 
facilitating toxicology screenings. Yet, he added 
there is “anecdotal” evidence for the pandemic 
causing and increase in relapses and drug use.

“Two of the biggest risk factors for substance 
use are social isolation and stress,” he said. “Both 
are consequences of the stay-at-home orders.”

While the center itself is considered essen-
tial, they have continued to operate at a reduced 
level. However, with most staff working from 
home, all therapy sessions are done via tele-
health. They have been conducting some group 
sessions virtually, though they have reduced the 
number of sessions from their regular schedule.

Anthony Rizzuto is the director of provider 
relations for Seafi eld, a drug rehab with inpa-
tient facilities in Westhampton and outpatient 
facilities in Amityville, Medford, Mineola, Pa-
tchogue and Riverhead. He said they too have 
been hearing of the increase in overdoses and 
the increased use of alcohol and other drugs as 
more are quarantined at home.

“We know people will turn to drugs or alco-
hol, and God knows right now we have plenty of 
stressors — we have people who have lost loved 
ones, people who have lost their jobs, people 
who are in fi nancial ruin, some are losing their 
businesses,” Rizzuto said. “We see an increase 
right now, and quite honestly I expect a huge in-
crease as this continues going on and after this is 
over, if this ever happens.”

While there are obvious downsides to tele-
health, the push is one that was in the docket 
for a while, and with the current pandemic, has 
fi nally pushed many institutions into taking 
it seriously, said Dr. Christian Racine, the se-
nior director for clinics for the Family Service 
League Long Island. The nonprofi t social ser-
vices agency also runs the Diagnostic, Assess-
ment and Stabilization Hub in partnership with 
Suffolk County.

The benefi ts, Racine said, include allowing 

people who may have had mobility issues or oth-
er mitigating problems the chance to get into the 
system. People who call the hotline for the clinic 
or DASH center are now immediately put into 
the system, where they can connect with people 
to understand what the person is going through 
and what services they should get connected to. 
It also allows for fl exibility in time and location, 
no longer requiring a person to drive what can 
be a long distance to start the treatment process. 

FSL’s Mobile Crisis Teams continue to op-
erate, often going to a person’s home to talk 
through the door or even speak to a person 
through video chat or phone right on the per-
son’s driveway.

“We didn’t see a drop in services, [but] 
an increase in services because of fl exibility 
of being able to use telehealth,” Racine said. 
“People are being frank about increased 
cravings or relapses.”

Though there still are several downsides to 
telehealth. Perhaps the most egregious is for 
those living in unstable home conditions, where 
the person on one of the calls may not want oth-
ers to listen in.

“Even if you get along with the rest of the 
family, you’re worried about what you’re shar-
ing or you’re hesitant to share certain details,” 
he said. “Some don’t have the best relationship 
with their families. It’s absolutely a concern, and 
we’re very conscious of that.”

While Rizutto acknowledged some of the 
benefi ts of telehealth, he said he preferred the 
in-person meetings where he said “a lot is being 
said nonverbal.” 

Otherwise, with so many resources shut 

down, from in-person AA meetings to church-
es to gyms, “Zoom really played a part to give 
people something,” Rizutto said. “People are in 
those meetings who had never been to therapy, 
before people from all over. It is defi nitely meet-
ing a need.”
Government and Police Response

Suffolk County Police Chief Stuart Camer-
on said cops have noticed increased incidents 
of drug overdoses, though despite the emphasis 
on social distancing police are still able to ad-
minister Narcan, a life-saving drug that halts an 
opioid overdose. 

But with treatment and prevention as the 
more important component of substance abuse, 
the pandemic presents its own unique challenges.

“It’s not just opioids — people are self medi-
cating, people are isolated,” said Suffolk County 
Legislator Sarah Anker (D-Mount Sinai). Ank-
er is the legislative chair of the Suffolk County 
Heroin and Opiate Epidemic Advisory Panel.

The trend is troubling, especially compared 
to Suffolk County’s previous models showing 
total overdoses are on the decline. In January, 
Suffolk released a report showing 2019’s pro-
jections of opioid-related deaths was 283, com-
pared to 2018’s 380. Those decreased numbers 
of deaths were attributed, in part, to the greater 
use and availability of Narcan.

Anker said the numbers have caused real 
concerns among other members of the opioid 
advisory panel. In a meeting Friday, May 8, 
panel members discussed tapping into county 
forfeiture funding to create public service 

A Tale of Two EpidemicsA Tale of Two Epidemics Places to Get Addiction Help
DASH Center Hotline: 631-952-3333
Family Service League: 631-656-1020
Narcotics Anonymous Hotline: 631-689-6262
St. Charles Hospital Chemical Dependency Program: 631-474-6233
Seafi eld: 800-448-4808
Alcoholics Anonymous helpline: 631-669-1124
Hope House Ministries: 631-928-2377
Long Island Center for Recovery: 631-728-3100
Phoenix House: 888-671-9392
Addiction Campuses: 631-461-1807
LI Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence: 631-979-1700
Eastern Long Island Hospital: 631-477-1000
Villa Veritas Foundation: 845-626-3555
St Christopher’s Inn: 845-335-1000
Talbot House: 631-589-4144
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 800-273-8255
Local Link Wellness: 631-909-4300

COVID-19 AND ADDICTION Continued on A11

Coronavirus 
Exacerbates 
Substance 
Abuse Issues



MAY 14, 2020 • THE PORT TIMES RECORD • PAGE A9

announcements on mental health and the 
different places to receive drug treatment. The 
panel also would look to advocate that the 
federal government should allow people to use 
Medicaid funds for teleconferencing, which it 
currently does not cover.

Sini said Suffolk County has not seen a de-
crease in drug-related activity despite the pan-
demic. This is mostly due to the nature of how 
drugs enter into Suffolk — smuggled into New 
York City then is sold wholesale to dealers on 
the ground, who usually drop it off to peoples’ 
houses or are picked up at select homes.

“We’re not seeing any drop except for pow-
dered cocaine, but we’re not seeing that same 
situation with heroin or fentanyl,” the DA said.

Sini said while other crimes like break-ins 
have declined, the office has allocated more re-
sources to the narcotics bureau, now standing at 
13 narcotics prosecutors, which works closely 
with police to track dealers and prosecute them.

The s office is also planning to roll out 
a new program that would work with a yet-to-
be-named nonprofit and shuttle people in ad-
diction to treatment providers. Sini said there 
will be more information on that program in 
the coming weeks.

The initial rise in COVID-19 cases forced 
the rehab facilities to cut back in bed capacity, 
especially as hospital-based detoxes turned into 
beds for COVID patients. Since then, as the 

number of hospitalizations declined, Rizzuto 
said now bed supply is better, but of more con-
cern is funding for these facilities.

ither a state-funded facility, nonprofits or 
private entities, I think the budget is going to 
be ravaged and with the lack of being able to 
collect, they will be looking to cut,” Rizzuto 
said. “I think they are going to have to cut in 
many different areas to meet the needs financial-
ly. Historically behavioral health is one of the 
things that gets slashed.” 

Anker said members of the advisory panel 
have expressed their concerns for many differ-
ent programs’ funding, especially as New York 
State reports huge drops in income. Many non-
profit rehabs and centers rely on such funding.

“Drug addiction is not decreasing, it’s in-
creasing and they may be taking away those re-
sources,” Anker said. “We may not hear it now, 

but we will see repercussions come out as we 
deal with pandemic.”

Maintaining the breadth of services, from 
inpatient care to outpatient care to paying for 
nursing and other medical staff, the rehabs and 
prevention centers requires a heavy dose of gov-
ernment funding. Racine said restructuring Med-
icaid could provide a necessary boost of aid.

“The idea of state funding being reduced is 
really a concern — a lot of services are expen-
sive,” Racine said.

Despite the efforts of both government, for 
profit and nonprofit organi ations, officials said 
they don’t expect numbers to return to the way 
they seemed to be heading only a year ago.

“I think it would be very hard to end 2020 on 
a decline,” Sini said. “We will see an increase in 
2020, but we will all be working to bring those 
numbers down in 2021.”

Overdose

Type 2019 2020 2019 2020

Fatal 27 14 15 30

Non Fatal 93 108 67 113

March April

Suffolk County Police Department
Reported Aided Overdose Cases for March and April of 2019 and 2020

Source: Criminal Intelligence Monthly Overdose Report; Data for Suffolk County Police District Only.
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The numbers of confirmed fatal and nonfatal overdoses comparing March and April of 2019 to this year. Graphic by SCPD

Perspectives
our thing from the backyard of our house. 
Simultaneously, the folks at Stony Brook 
would be working extra hard walking all 
over the hospital from unit to unit donned 
in full PPE gear. 

Normally with the kids, we sit down, 
chat or read a book and just let the kids 
cuddle with the dog. We demonstrate how 
Ramsey has learned not to take food from 
people or off the floor unless he is given 
permission. We show how he sits, waits 
patiently and knows all the different com-
mands. As a therapy dog he has learned 
not to “shake hands” because this and 
jumping up on them could compromise 
people with vulnerable skin conditions. 
He is not allowed to eat any food because 
this could be a problem too if there are 
crumbs in the bed or on someone’s gown 
in a hospital or nursing home setting.

Sometimes the kids like to see the dog 
work  and do some finds. They hide 

some articles of clothing like a glove or 
hat somewhere in the room as the dog pa-
tiently waits outside the room. As soon as 
he enters he sniffs it out and finds all the 
articles. Of course he always gets a reward 
each time he does a good job.

Since my yard is set up with plenty of 
things to do with the dog, we were ready 
to not only provide some therapy for the 
workers, but to entertain and show them 
what the dog could do. York said, “... so 
some recreation therapists armed with an 
iPad with Mr. Harris and Ramsey stream-
ing live brought Ramsey and his athletic 
agility abilities along with a bark and a 
close up camera ‘social distanced’ kiss to 
the staff.”

First I had him doing the normal stuff, 
retrieve a ball and relayed the typical com-
mands most people are familiar with. As I 
pointed the camera on my phone at him, I 
could hear some nurses getting a kick out 
of it all — so we decided to step it up a 
bit. The “ooo’s” and “ahhs” were notice-
able especially when he climbed up the 
ladder to our playhouse and went down 
the slide. He then showed how he could 
run up the slide. is final performance, 
and the most difficult, was walking across 
a twenty foot ladder propped horizontal-
ly raised a few feet off the ground. For 
that he got a round of applause. When we 
went back inside he was very exhausted, 
lay down and took a long nap. We were 
happy to put a little smile to the wonder-
ful staff at Stony Brook. 

York said, “staff stated that they were 
happy for the opportunity to interact with 
the therapy dog even if it was brief and vir-
tual as it brought a smile to their day.”

Andrew Harris is a special needs teach-
er at the Comsewogue school district.
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Union.  He was saddened at the 53,000 casu-
alties at Gettysburg between the North and 
South and he desperately wanted to win the 
war and end the killing between the states.

In 1932, 25 percent of our population was 
unemployed, there was a lack of confidence 
under the presidency of Herbert Hoover, and 
Americans lived in a desperate state. Many 
of our citizens looked towards New York 
State Governor Franklin D. Roosevelt to 
guide this country during the Great Depres-
sion. Roosevelt was an unlikely figure  an 
extremely wealthy individual who had lost 
the ability to walk through the polio disease. 
He became a major champion of reform and 
his decisive leadership created programs like 
that of the Civilian Conservation Corps, Ten-
nessee Valley Authority and the Fair Labor 
Standards Act that established overtime and 
minimum wage.  

Armed with a big smile, Roosevelt could be 
seen shaking the hands of farmers and miners 
and he was motivated to try new ideas. While 
he did not end the Depression, his presidential 
commitment demonstrated his resolve to pres-
ent decisive leadership. Roosevelt guided this 
nation with determination during an extremely 
dark time.

Even before America fought in World War 

II, Roosevelt was the Commander in Chief of 
one of the weakest military forces out of the 
industrialized powers. Directly after this na-
tion was attacked at Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 
1941, the so called “sleeping giant” was awo-
ken and led by Roosevelt went on to defeat the 
totalitarian countries of Germany and Japan. 
Roosevelt was at the helm of this global fight 
against these two brutal nations.  “This date 
that will live in infamy,” he stated at the start 
of the war and quickly under his direction, 
Americans moved against the Germans in 

North Africa and the Japanese at Guadalcanal. 
Citizens from every part of our society pitched 
in at home and abroad to fight and gain a total 
victory. When Roosevelt passed away in the 
spring of 1945, many Americans recalled the 
saddest moments of the Depression and the 
war, and they descended in large numbers to 
pay respect to his coffin that was moved by 
train from Warm Springs, Georgia, to Hyde 
Park, New York.

Older Americans often say that they knew 
where they were when President John F. Ken-
nedy was assassinated or during the moments 
that the U.S. was attacked by terrorists on 
9/11. Now our people will recall and thank the 
health care workers that spent countless hours 
during the height of COVID-19 to aid all of 
those citizens, especially our local residents 
that were inflicted with this silent enemy.   
Every generation has endured some truly ter-
rible moments and right now, we have devot-
ed people that are constantly looking to make 
each day a better one for those impacted with 
this current sickness. Like that of years ago, 
our nation has and will always bounce back 
from adverse moments to be a genuine exam-
ple of pride to the current and future gener-
ations who will continue to make the United 
States a dynamic nation.

Rich Acritelli is a social studies teacher at 
Rocky Point High School and an adjunct pro-
fessor of American history at Suffolk County 
Community College.
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Top, a sign on a streetcar in Cincinatti, Ohio, during the 1918 Flu Pandemic; below, 
American Red Cross nurses on duty during the 1918 Spanish Flu. Photos from CDC 

An unemployed man on the street during the Great 
Depression. Public domain photo by Dorothea Lange
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