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Maryland’s Chapter of the National Association of Social Workers (NASW – MD), which
represents professional social workers across the state, supports HB 396 – Public Health –
Overdose and Infectious Disease Prevention Services Program.
HB 396 would establish an Overdose and Infections Disease Prevention Services Program
though community-based organizations, requiring approval and oversight through the Maryland
Department of Health to reduce opioid-related deaths in Maryland.
As social workers, we help meet the needs of – and empower – all people, with particular
attention to those who are vulnerable, oppressed, and in poverty.1 Unfortunately, we are living in
a precarious time where a great deal of people fall into these categories. With income inequality
greater than any time since before the great depression, many people are dying from what are
referred to as “diseases of despair,” including from substances.2 Those people are worthy of help.
The COVID-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on opioid abuse and opioid-related deaths
in Maryland and across the United States. Between January 2020 and June 2020, there was a
9.1% increase in fatal drug overdoses and alcohol-related deaths, 90% of which resulted from
opioid use. The Maryland Department of Health and the Maryland Opioid Operational
Command Center confirmed that the pandemic is and has been exacerbating addictions,
particularly due to social isolation, disruption of support, restricted access to care, and economic
distress.3
While it is often said that addiction does not discriminate, data shows that those without a stable
income are more likely to face addiction. Addiction rates are twice as high in unemployed
persons than those who are employed.4 The US Department of Health and Human Services has
also reported that Medicaid recipients are more likely to be prescribed opioids at higher doses
and longer durations.5
Overdose Prevention Sites are both efficacious and in demand. Studies have found Overdose
Prevention Sites [OPS’] to reduce the number of overdose deaths and transmission rates of
infectious diseases without increasing drug trafficking or crime in the relevant areas.6 A recent
Johns Hopkins study found that 77% of those surveyed, including those in Baltimore, said they
would use such sites if they were available.7 No one likes the idea of excessive drug use, but
what about the idea of preventable deaths? What about all the tax dollars we spend treating
overdoses? Safe consumption sites have been shown to save lives and tax dollars.
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For substance users who want to seek help, a life of substance use is often not conducive to our
Western model of health care. While yes, people are going there to consume substances safely,
they can also get some immediate health assistance, such as getting wound care. They can often
also get referrals to help in the community.
For these reasons, we urge a favorable report on HB 396.

Respectfully,
Daphne McClellan, Ph.D., MSW
Executive Director, NASW-MD
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