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There are so many places where this column could begin. 

With the startling increase in opioid use among the area's homeless. 

With opiates overtaking alcohol as the most common reason people end up at the David Lawrence 

Center. 

With Southwest Florida being among the hardest hit areas in the country when it comes to deaths due 

to opioid overdoses. 

With the death of Prince being tied to opioid abuse. 

With the flurry of recent and proposed laws seeking to address opioid abuse. 

Wherever it begins, it all leads to the same conclusion: Abuse of prescription opioids like oxycodone and 

nonprescription cousins such as heroin, is a nationwide crisis that is being felt acutely right here. Experts 

have recognized it and are taking action. 

Let's start with the homeless. 

Vann Ellison, president of St. Matthew's House Shelter in East Naples, was an addiction counselor long 

before he was involved with the homeless. Addiction is one of the leading causes of homelessness and 

St. Matthew's House runs a yearlong residential recovery program, so he's still keenly interested in 

what's happening on the streets. 

Going back 30 years, heroin use was rare, Ellison said, the drug having been stigmatized by images of 

addicts shooting up in the 1960s. "They were the dinosaurs of the drug abusers," he said of the 

occasional heroin addict. 

But now, the number of clients admitting to using heroin has almost tripled in the last three years, 

approaching 300 this year. The increase roughly parallels the state's crackdown on pill mills, where 

doctors would notoriously overprescribe painkillers such as oxycodone. 

"When they started shutting down the pill mills, people started looking for opioids and heroin became 

an issue again. It's not as dirty as it was in the '60s," he said. 

Nancy Dauphinais, chief clinical officer of the David Lawrence Center, agreed with Ellison's assessment. 

As pill mills close and pharmacies become more adept at recognizing abuse, "heroin becomes the 

replacement," she said. "It's good news, bad news." 



 

For years, alcohol addiction was the root cause of most residential stays at the DLC, Dauphinais said. In 

the past couple of years, opioid addiction has overtaken alcohol as the most common diagnosis. 

Brenda Iliff, executive director of the Hazelden treatment center, said prescription painkillers remain a 

big problem in Southwest Florida, where an older population tries to cope with joint replacement and 

other painful conditions. "As a society, we don't want people in pain," she said. 

Nationally, heroin addiction tends to hit males in their 20s. But abuse of prescription painkillers is 

prevalent in older adults and women. "In Collier County half of our overdoses a couple of years ago were 

people over 50," Iliff said. 

The problem isn't unique to Southwest Florida, but statistics suggest it's as bad here as anywhere else. 

Using 2015 statistics from the Florida Department of Law Enforcement's Medical Examiners 

Commission, St. Matthew's House researcher Jim Pettit found Collier County ranks sixth in the state in 

the frequency of heroin showing up in the system of a deceased person. Lee County is fourth on the list. 

Statistics from the Centers for Disease Control place Collier and Lee counties in the same category as 

hard-hit parts of Appalachia and the American Southwest in terms of the frequency of opioid overdose 

deaths. 

Ana DiMercurio, assistant director of Drug Free Collier, says evidence of the heroin epidemic literally can 

be found on the streets. Community service crews picking up roadside litter have found as many as a 

dozen used needles in a given weekend in a single neighborhood. 

Working with a task force consisting of law enforcement, EMS, treatment centers and others, Drug Free 

Collier has organized a pair of informational forums later this month. 

On June 16, Dr. Andrew Kolodny, a New York-based national expert on opioid abuse, will lead a 

workshop for doctors geared toward helping them recognize and prevent abuse. 

On June 17, a similar forum will be held for the entire community, from school officials to government 

leaders to parents and anyone else interested in combating the epidemic. It's especially important to get 

the word out to the broader community, Iliff said. "This really has to be a grass roots thing. What can be 

done to address this?" she said. 

Both events are free but organizers suggest registering through the Drug Free Collier website. 

Ellison says he's seeing as many as 25 opioid-related deaths a year among people who've been a client 

of one of St. Matthew's House's programs. 

"The statistics are compelling but what's more compelling to me, I know these people. I know the 

families. I think about the faces," he said. 

 



Additional educational events will be needed, Ellison said, adding he's hoping to organize more in the 

fall. 

As far as addressing the problem, he knows where to begin. "First off is raising the alarm," he said. 
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