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Drug Use Deaths Increase Sharply Among Black Americans

July 12, 2021

From VOA Learning English, this is the Health & Lifestyle report.

In the United States, deaths related to the use of the pain-killing drugs opioids have long been
described as a problem for poor white people in small towns and rural communities. In the
past several years, however, opioid deaths have increased greatly across the country. And the
COVID-19 pandemic has worsened opioid deaths in some of the most at-risk communities of
Black Americans.

The Associated Press reports that, in the city of St. Louis, Missouri, deaths among Black
people increased at three times the rate of white people last year during the pandemic. Black
men in Missouri are now four times more likely than a white person to die of an overdose.

One of them was Craig Elazer.

Elazer struggled all his life with anxiety, a feeling of fear and nervousness. He was never
treated for it. So, at a very young age, he started taking drugs and depended on them to calm
himself. The addiction, or drug dependency, led him to homelessness and time in prison.

Last September, his sister, Michelle Branch, found her 56-year-old brother dead in a poor
neighborhood in north St. Louis. She looked down at his body, saying, “Society failed him.
And I had a sense that he'd finally been set free.”

Branch said that her brother was a bright student but struggled to pay attention. Had his
condition been treated, Branch said she believes he would be alive today. She added that back
then they did not catch many types of mental illness, “...especially not in little Black kids.”


https://learningenglish.voanews.com/z/955

Dr. Kanika Turner is a St. Louis doctor who leads an effort to stop the crisis. She describes the
increase in opioid deaths as a civil rights issue as urgent and important as any other.

She said the hardest-hit communities are the same ones being destroyed by unfair drug
sentencing. Black men are more likely to be sent to prison instead of treatment, Turner said.

Last year, the death of George Floyd under a police officer’s knee in Minneapolis, Minnesota
led to protests around the world. Those who defended the officer claimed that the drug
fentanyl, found in his body, had caused his death. But the officer was found guilty of Floyd’s
murder in a trial last April.

Fentanyl - a dangerous man-made opioid

Fentanyl is a man-made opioid with 50 to 100 times the strength of a controlled substance
like morphine. The U.S. National Institute on Drug Abuse says that man-made opioids,
including fentanyl, are now the most common drugs involved in drug overdose deaths in the
United States.

Much of the illegal fentanyl is made in Wuhan, China, the city where COVID-19 was first
identified. For a while, lockdowns stopped the supply of fentanyl, said Vanda Felbab-Brown.
She is an expert at the Brookings Institution who studies drug trafficking.

But the Chinese laboratories restarted and began shipping the chemicals again to Mexico.
There, illegal drug groups processed and smuggled the drugs across the U.S. border, Felbab-
Brown said. Mexican soldiers have found people at the border carrying tens of thousands of
fentanyl pills. And the country’s navy caught two men on a boat on the Sea of Cortez with
some 100,000 pills.

The drug flooded the streets of St. Louis last year. Rachel Winograd, a professor at the
University of Missouri-St. Louis, followed the state’s overdose information. She said in the
first six months 0f 2020, deaths increased 64 percent among Black people from the same
period the year before. Deaths increased 40 percent among white people.

Other northeastern states in the U.S. experienced similar increases. Doctors in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania found that in the first few months of the pandemic, overdoses increased more
than 50 percent for Black people while decreasing for white people. In Massachusetts, health
officials announced that overdose deaths among Black men increased in 2020 by nearly 70
percent.


https://www.drugabuse.gov/publications/drugfacts/fentanyl

Researchers at the University of California, Los Angeles, also found an overall increase of 42
percent in overdose deaths across the U.S. in 2020. The largest increase was for Black people,
with a sharp increase of more than 50 percent.

Dealing with drug problems

Narcan is a medicine that can bring people back from a drug overdose before it is too late.

In a crisis, many in St. Louis are slow to call 911, the emergency help number. This is because

they fear the police. So, now activists, like Jerome Anderson, pass out the medication. He is
trying to get as much Narcan on the streets as possible.

He calls out to people walking by: “Hey, take some Narcan. Save a life. I'm tired of going to
family funerals.”

Anderson himself was a drug addict and has been in recovery for 26 years. In the last six
months, he has sung at three family members’ funerals. They all died from an overdose.

He carries around a letter saying that he is not a police officer. Sometimes drug dealers let
him stand next to them, to hand their customers his Narcan medicine.

Jamilia Allen was once a top student and the captain of her high school cheerleading team.
Back then she judged people who used drugs. But now she is fighting her own drug addiction.

Allen has also used Narcan to save her friends, more than once. She said, “I'm not going to let
this kill me, and if I can help anyone else, then that’s one less person like me.”

On the night Craig Elazer died last September, the emergency workers stood over his body
and pointed to a white substance on his bed. “Fentanyl,” they said.

When Michelle Branch sat down to write about her brother, she wrote that he was a kind
soul, but addiction destroyed him. It took his family. It took his freedom. She wrote, “It would
take and take and take until it took his life.”

And that’s the Health & Lifestyle report. 'm Anna Matteo.

And I'm Dan Novack.



Claire Galofaro reported this story for the Associated Press. Anna Matteo adapted the story
for Learning English. Hai Do was the editor.

Words in This Story

overdose - n. an amount of a drug or medicine that is too much and usually dangerous
anxiety - n. fear or nervousness about what might happen

addiction - n. a strong and harmful need to regularly have something (such as a drug) or do
something (such as gamble)

kid - n. a young person

smuggle - v. to move (someone or something) from one country into another illegally and
secretly

pill - n. a usually medicinal or dietary preparation in a small rounded mass to be swallowed
whole

customer - n. someone who buys goods or services from a business

cheerleading - n. a person who is a member of a group (typically a group of young women)
who shout out special songs or chants to encourage the team and entertain the crowd during a
game in sports like American football and basketball

soul - n. the spiritual part of a person that is believed to give life to the body and in many
religions is believed to live forever



