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A suspected case of measles. A rabid fox on the loose. A recall of a dye used in tattoos. A drug epidemic that's 

claiming hundreds of lives. 

Those are just a few of the problems that Dr. Leana Wen confronts in a typical week as the Baltimore City Health 

Commissioner. While they all have to be dealt with, it's clear that heroin is among Wen's gravest concerns. Right 

now, she's focused on stopping overdoses and saving lives. 

There were 104 overdose deaths in Baltimore during the first quarter of 2015, a 49 percent increase over the 70 

reported during the same period in 2014. 

As chair of a committee that has a state mandate to review every fatal drug and alcohol overdose, Wen hears about 

each and every overdose victim in the city. Each month, the health department, police department, and other 

agencies that are part of the committee conduct a detailed examination of every death. 

"These are difficult meetings to attend," Wen says. "You're literally hearing about a person's life, seeing their spiral 

downward, seeing how they did fall through the cracks ... fell through our fingertips and now is dead." 

The committee's examinations show that many of the victims are people who had sought care in hospital emergency 

rooms, some as many as 50 times. Many are repeat drug offenders who had been in and out of central booking and 

may have been to jail as many as a dozen times. 

Wen sees those points of contact as opportunities to reach people and, in particular, to educate them about a 

lifesaving drug: naloxone. 

Naloxone, also known as Narcan, is a medication that essentially reverses an opioid overdose long enough for a 

person to get medical attention. Many cities now equip police officers and other first responders with the drug. And a 

growing number of places around the country are working to make it widely available in the community. Early studies 

show that naloxone programs do reduce overdose deaths.  

Wen wants to blanket Baltimore with naloxone, and she's starting with those drug users themselves. 

The health department conducts naloxone training for inmates at the Baltimore City Detention Center. The 

department also offers naloxone training and a naloxone kit to every person who visits one of the city's needle 

exchange vans. 

http://mgaleg.maryland.gov/webmga/frmMain.aspx?stab=01&pid=billpage&tab=subject3&ys=2014rs&id=HB1282
https://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/druginfo/meds/a612022.html
http://www.bmj.com/content/346/bmj.f174


This summer, Wen herself led the very first naloxone training inside the Baltimore City Circuit Court, for participants in 

the city's drug treatment court program. 

Health workers have also taken to the streets, setting up tables at spots around the city known for drug activity. The 

trainers are often familiar faces in the community and easily draw a crowd for the five-minute naloxone 

demonstration. There is a glass vial with the medication, a syringe, and an atomizer. Uncap the various parts, screw 

them together, and spray half the medication up one nostril and half up the other. At the trainings, there is always a 

doctor on hand to write prescriptions, which Medicaid recipients can fill for $1. 

On Aug. 31, to mark International Overdose Awareness Day, outreach workers had a new version of naloxone to give 

out. At a spot in Sandtown, eight blocks from where Freddie Gray was arrested, veteran health worker Nathan Fields 

demonstrated Evzio. 

"It's an auto-injector," Fields says. "It's very simple." 

Similar to an EpiPen, Evzio comes in a cartridge smaller than a pack of cards. Once activated, the device talks, telling 

you to remove a red safety guard, place the device against the thigh and press firmly for five seconds. Fields 

demonstrated the educational version on Dr. Wen before distributing kits to bystanders. 

The wholesale price for an Evzio kit, which include two doses of naloxone plus a trainer cartridge, is $575. There's no 

chance the health department could afford to buy Evzio at that price. Kaleo, the pharmaceutical company behind it, 

has just donated more than 3,000 kits to the city. 

The donation is a boon to the city, which has faced a price surge in the nasal spray version of naloxone made by the 

company Amphastar. The price has nearly doubled since February, from about $20 a dose to close to $40. 

On the streets, Evzio gets rave reviews for its convenience. 

"This one is much better and easier to follow," says Andrea Towson. "I think this is a plus." 

Towson, whose street name is Teacup, has used heroin on and off for 33 years. She tells us, she's known in the 

community as someone who can help others get high, hitting veins they cannot. And she says she's known as 

someone who carries naloxone. She's used the antidote more than a dozen times, saving the lives of drug users 

around her. 

"I couldn't sleep if I thought I couldn't save someone's life. I just can't," Towson says. "An addict is going to be an 

addict, but it's still a certain kind of addict that still has morals and principles, and I like to pride myself and say I'm 

one of them." 

Wen says she knows that many will question whether giving naloxone to people like Towson promotes drug use. If 

there's no danger to overdosing, why wouldn't people continue to use? 

http://www.evzio.com/patient/about-evzio/what-is-evzio.php
https://www.epipen.com/en/about-epipen
http://www.kaleopharma.com/who-we-are/about/


"But that would be just as flawed as saying that we can't give somebody an EpiPen for their allergic reaction, because 

that's going to make them eat peanuts or something else they're allergic to," Wen says. "There's just no evidence 

behind that at all." 
  
To read more, go to: 
http://wamu.org/programs/all_things_considered/15/09/09/baltimore_fights_heroin_overdoses_with_
antidote_outreach 
 

http://wamu.org/programs/all_things_considered/15/09/09/baltimore_fights_heroin_overdoses_with_antidote_outreach
http://wamu.org/programs/all_things_considered/15/09/09/baltimore_fights_heroin_overdoses_with_antidote_outreach

