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Overdose Spikes in DC
Identification and Emergency 
Response

DC has the highest 
all-drug mortality 
rate of any 
jurisdiction

• Recently updated by 
CDC’s SUDORS 
Dashboard

• Uses data from 2020

For opioid deaths, 
DC ranks second

• Opioids account for 
81% of all overdose 
deaths in the district 
(2020)
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Cocaine use 
makes up the 
difference
• Cocaine (including crack) is 

the stimulant of choice in DC
• Cocaine and heroin 

(speedballs) is a common 
combination

• Cocaine is the #1 most 
common comorbid drug for 
opioid users in DC

• 30% of all opioid deaths 
involved a stimulant

DC is top 5 for 
overdose deaths 
on the county level

• DC is better compared 
to smaller metro areas

• Source: CDC Vital 
Statistics Rapid 
Release — VSRR 
(2020)

Figures and Data from CDC SUDORS Dashboard (https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/fatal/dashboard/index.html)
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Understanding the DC Opioid Abuse Population

National Averages from CDC SUDORS Dashboard (https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/fatal/dashboard/index.html)

Overdoses in Residential Locations Overdoses by Age

DC Opioid Use Geography
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Opioid use in DC is concentrated

In the last year, the top 10 neighborhoods in DC for overdose were responsible for 50% of 
all cases.

Number of People Experiencing Poverty (2019)Overdoses By Neighborhood (2021)

Poverty data from ACS Economic Characteristics DC Census Tract (https://opendata.dc.gov/datasets/DCGIS::acs-economic-characteristics-dc-census-tract/explore)

How has this trend changed over time?

Fatal overdose data from DC Office of the Chief medical Examiner Tract 
(https://ocme.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/ocme/Opioid%20related%20Overdoses%20Deaths%207.18.21%20FINAL%20%28002%29.pdf)
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Fatal overdose data from DC Office of the Chief medical Examiner Tract 
(https://ocme.dc.gov/sites/default/files/dc/sites/ocme/Opioid%20related%20Overdoses%20Deaths%207.18.21%20FINAL%20%28002%29.pdf)

Fentanyl is driving mortality

Overdose Deaths Involving Fentanyl

Quality Data → Quality Response

• Because there are increased overdoses from a more lethal contaminant, 
bad batches will result in groups of overdoses in short periods of time

• I was brought on to the DC Health team to help understand non-lethal
overdose

• This allows us to get a real time picture of where and when overdoses are 
occurring

• We use this information to target prevention efforts

Defining an overdose spike

1. Using raw numbers (e.g. 10 overdoses in 24-hours)
-Simplest
-Not good for populations of different sizes (or overdose rate)
-Not statistically significant

2. Using a curve (e.g. rate 2.5 standard deviations from the mean)
-Adjusts to overdose rate
-Not statistically significant

3. Using a statistical test (e.g. Poisson)
-Complex
-Adjusts to overdose rate
-Statistically significant
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How we respond to spikes

1. DC FEMS responds to an overdose
2. DC Health receives the data and sends it to ODMAP
3. ODMAP tracks the past data and creates a spike alert
4. I see the spike alert and generate a spike report ASAP

1 2 3 4
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2 - 4 hour delay
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2 - 4 hour delay

Context matters

• ODMAP only sends out an alert that DC is in a spike
-Without understanding what this means or where it’s happening, that information is 

useless

• I add location information for FEMS and community based response teams to 
target specific areas

• We are working on a system to fix the delays and remove myself from the 
process

Example spike report
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Spike report response

● DBH mobile van
● Crisis Response Team
● DC Health Peers

● Local media
● LLDC Stakeholders

○ HIPS
○ FMCS

Looking forward

• Remaking the overdose retrieval system and automatic spike reporting 
system

• Better communication regarding contamination and toxicology
• A more robust method for ensuring the people receiving overdose care are 

sent to relevant treatment/medication facilities
• Fentanyl test strips for testing all substances to be distributed soon

Q/A
ben.turley@dc.gov
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Communicating During a Public Health Emergency 

Kimberly M. Henderson, PhD

August 25, 2022
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• Communications Strategy/Plan

• Outreach Strategy

• Collaborations ‐ Internal and External

How It All Begins 

How Do I Reach Those Who 
Seem Hard To Reach?

Copyright © 2022 DC Health | Government of the District of Columbia
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Examples
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• DC Health began a pilot program, working with churches with 
predominately African American congregations in Wards 5, 7 & 8⎼ Used a touchpoint to get to the target audience without using the existing mass pre‐

registration system

• This program was expanded to reach Limited English Proficient/Non‐
English Proficient communities 

Faith in Vaccine

Copyright © 2022 DC Health | Government of the District of Columbia

• After short discussions, we found 
youth and young adults wanted the 
same information that we’d been 
giving out since the beginning of the 
vaccine rollout.

• Formed the DC Health COVID‐19 
Youth and Young Adult Advisory 
Council to dispel misinformation and 
disinformation from social media.⎼ Participants became credible messengers to 

their own peers and even their family 
members.⎼ Use feedback from participants to fuel vaccine 
positive messaging

Reaching Youth and Young Adults
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• People like to see people who look like them in advertising⎼ In our testimonial campaigns, we used real District residents to discuss why they were getting 
the COVID‐19 vaccine. As the expansion of vaccine eligibility broadened, so did our messaging 
and messengers.

Use of Everyday People in Messaging
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• By leveraging our partnerships with our sister agencies, we were able to 
have a presence in LEP/NEP communities that we find hard to typically 
reach.

• These partnerships allowed us to find trusted voices in those 
communities and develop culturally appropriate materials.

Culturally Appropriate Materials
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• Traditionally, you’d find DC Health in print newspapers, radio, and 
mediums accompanying digital platforms, however we were strategic and 
placed ads in places where residents wouldn’t normally see us.

⎼ Washington National games⎼ Movie theaters⎼ In grocery stores⎼ In 7‐Elevens

Be Unexpected
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Remaining a Trusted Information Source & Listening to 
Your Audience


	7_Public Education During an Outbreak_DC Engage_Cover
	7_A_Public Education During an Outbreak_DC Engage
	7_B_Public Education During an Outbreak_DC Engage

