
The use of Suboxone in local emergency 
departments was initiated, along with 
the continued provision of education to 
primary care providers on the treatment 
of Opioid Use Disorder.  Local physician 
leads have recently been designated to 
assist in moving both of these activities 
forward.
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The Needle Exchange Program and 
provision of Naloxone training and 
distribution, including advocacy and 
capacity building with local hospitals 
for the distribution of Naloxone through 
emergency departments, continues 
across our region.  

Selection of site options for a 
supervised consumption site (SCS) 
in Barrie was completed by the SCS 
Selection Advisory Committee in 
October. Community consultations  
on those sites has now begun. 

HARM REDUCTION

The Simcoe Muskoka Opioid Overdose 
Outbreak Response Plan continues to 
be used as a framework by regional 
stakeholders to prevent, mitigate, 
prepare for, respond to, and recover 
from emergencies related to opioid 
overdose outbreaks. The Emergency 
Management Pillar maintains the Plan 
and other resources on the   
www.preventod.ca website. 

EMERGENCY  
MANAGEMENT

The past eight months have been very challenging to us all as COVID-19 has 
had far reaching impacts on our communities and the work of SMOS.   

Despite these challenges, SMOS members have continued to move key work plan activities forward, as highlighted below.

www.preventod.ca
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Has the COVID-19 pandemic and the community-based public health prevention 
measures put in place to help control the pandemic negatively affected the health and 
well-being of the general population including the sub-population of those who use 
substances? 

This was the question posed as part of a situational assessment conducted by the Simcoe 
Muskoka District Health Unit between April and July, 2020. The assessment’s final 
report, Mitigating Harms of COVID-19 Public Health Measures references a rapid review 
recently completed by Public Health Ontario on the  Substance Use-Related Harms and 
Risk Factors during Periods of Disruption. Together the two reports help to answer the 
question and to inform mitigation strategies to reduce the unintended negative effects of 
the COVID-19 public health measures for people who use substances.
Unfortunately, based on the findings, some of the unintended negative impacts of the 
pandemic and pandemic response on the substance using population include: 
• an increase in substance use in response to stress
• a risk of using substances alone due to physical distancing measures
• a disruption in the ways that people access their substances 
• poor quality of substances available
• decreased availability to some treatment and harm reduction services in the community
• a reluctance to attend the emergency department in the early stages of the pandemic

Local data corroborates these findings. There were 44 confirmed and probable opioid-
related deaths in Simcoe Muskoka in the first five months of 2020, which was 50% 
higher than the comparable average for the previous three years. The City of Barrie 
has been disproportionally impacted by this recent increase, with 19 (or 43%) of these 
deaths, despite accounting for 25% of the Simcoe Muskoka population. Data from 
the Barrie Police Service also shows a dramatic increase in suspected drug overdose 
deaths attended by police in the first half of 2020 when compared with previous years 
(approximately twice as many deaths as expected). This increase appears to have started 
prior to the start of the pandemic in March 2020, which is different from the pattern 
observed across Ontario, where the number of opioid deaths have increased since the 
start of the pandemic. 

Preliminary data for opioid poisoning emergency department (ED) visits in Simcoe 
Muskoka suggest that visits over the first four months of 2020 were lower than previous 
years; whereas, deaths were higher. Opioid poisoning ED visits in May and July were 
similar to previous years but June was substantially lower. This pattern of lower opioid 
poisoning ED visits and higher deaths was also observed with the overall provincial data 
for the first half of 2020.

A Harm Reduction Task Group was formed in May 2020 with several health and social 
service providers. The purpose of the task group was to identify and address potential 
gaps in service for the drug using population in Barrie during COVID-19. The group met 
three times between May and June 2020 which resulted in the creation of mitigation plans 
for the service gaps and collaborative partnerships formed to address the ongoing needs 
of this sub-population in Barrie.

COVID-19

In September 2019, Statistics Canada 
agreed to fund the SMOS Statistics 
Canada Data Project. This project will 
bring together anonymized data from 
a variety of sources on individuals who 
have experienced overdose events and 
fatalities in Simcoe Muskoka. It will 
provide an analysis of the heath, justice 
and social and economic circumstances 
of confirmed illicit drug overdose deaths 
in the Simcoe Muskoka area, as well as  
a provincial picture.

The project is aiming to achieve the 
following outcomes: 

•  Establishment of a framework 
for ongoing data sharing and 
collaboration between agencies on 
opioids and other issues of broad 
interest. 

•  Identification of non-random 
characteristics of those most at risk 
of opioid overdose, and increasing 
understanding of the roots of the 
crisis and primary risk factors.

•  Development of evidence based 
measures intended to reduce 
overdoses and deaths, and 
augmenting existing mitigation 
activities at the local, regional, 
provincial and national level.

•  Development of policies and 
programs addressing the root 
causes of the opioid overdose crisis. 

This is the first project of its kind in 
Ontario. The intention is that this data 
will be shared with agencies who wish to 
contribute their own local data sources 
to replicate this project in their own areas 
elsewhere in the province. 

STATISTICS CANADA 
PROJECT

https://www.simcoemuskokahealth.org/docs/default-source/COVID-/Mitigating-Harms/SMDHU-mitigating-harms-of-covid-19-public-health-measures-2020-July.pdf?sfvrsn=6
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/main/2020/08/substance-use-related-harms-disruption.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/main/2020/08/substance-use-related-harms-disruption.pdf?la=en


Opioid-related investigations are on-going, with one element 
focused on holding drug traffickers responsible by way of  
criminal charges. 

Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act training and awareness 
sessions continue to be offered. The purpose of the Act is to 
encourage people to call 911 and stay with the victim until 
emergency medical assistance arrives, without fear of arrest.

The Enforcement Pillar is leading the SMOS/Stats Canada Data 
Project. This collaborative project was formed to bring together 
data on individuals who have experienced overdose events and 
fatalities. The data generated by the project will help to identify the 
primary risks and characteristics of those individuals most at risk 
of opioid use or overdose. Read more about this project on  
page 2. 

ENFORCEMENT
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We continue to promote the Brain Story Certification program, 
which provides an understanding of the science about how the 
experiences we have in the earliest years of our lives change our 
brain architecture in lasting ways. Since March 2018, 468 people 
from various backgrounds in Simcoe Muskoka have participated 
in the program, including health care workers, justice, education, 
social work and child care workers, and others. The course 
consists of 19 learning modules and is completed at the 
participant’s own pace. 

In March 2020, the Prevention Pillar met with the Georgian 
College Centre for Changemaking and Social Innovation to 
develop an experiential workshop based on the Alberta Family 
Wellness Initiative’s (AFWI) The Brain Game. This hands-on 
learning opportunity is highly engaging and will serve as the 
impetus for agencies across our region to learn more about 
the AFWI and the Brain Story Certification program. For more 
information visit: www.albertafamilywellness.org

PREVENTION

DATA & EVALUATION
While delayed due to COVID-19, the 2019 SMOS Scorecard and Dashboards have now been completed. This spreadsheet highlights interim 
outcomes achieved for the second year of the three-year SMOS strategy.  The actions initiated and/or completed in 2019 by the SMOS pillars (as 
reflected in the dashboards) are intended to either directly or indirectly effect positive change in opioid-related use, emergency room visits and 
deaths, as measured by specific indicators (the scorecard). Highlights include: 

• There was a substantial spike in opioid-related deaths in Simcoe Muskoka in 2017. The total number and rate of opioid deaths in our area 
between 2017 and 2019 remained higher than provincial comparators. However, these numbers have not shown a statistically significant 
increase over the past three calendar years and appear to have stabilized during that time period, though at a very disconcertingly high 
rate. Of note, these years pre-date the COVID-19 pandemic and any effects that the pandemic has had on opioid-related deaths is not 
reflected in the current scorecard.

• The indicators for opioid-related emergency room visits were stable in 2019 compared with 2018, though again at a much higher rate than 
2017 and prior. Of note, the emergency room visit rate for opioids in Simcoe Muskoka is higher than the provincial rate. The indicator for 
wait times for addictions treatment trended upward in 2019. However, supports for treating opioid addiction and mitigating opioid use 
risk have improved, as the number of primary care prescribers of opioid agonist therapy continues to increase and Simcoe Muskoka has 
registered new participants in the Ontario Naloxone Program. 

The Simcoe Muskoka Opioid Strategy (SMOS) is a multi-sector  
comprehensive strategy aimed at reducing opioid harms in Simcoe and 
Muskoka. For more information on SMOS visit www.preventod.ca

General inquires can be directed to: 
Mia Brown, mia.brown@smdhu.org 
Program Manager, Substance Use and Injury Prevention Program 
Simcoe Muskoka District Health Unit

https://www.georgiancollege.ca/community-alumni/centre-social-entrepreneurship/
https://www.georgiancollege.ca/community-alumni/centre-social-entrepreneurship/
https://www.albertafamilywellness.org/
http://preventod.ca/Shared%20Documents/SMOS/2019%20SMOS%20SCORECARD%20DASHBOARDS%20FINAL%202020-11-02.pdf
www.preventod.ca
mailto:mia.brown@smdhu.org

