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Keeping Hope Alive 

 
The fourth annual Arizona Drug Summit: Uniting for Solutions returned to the 
DoubleTree by Hilton Tempe for a hybrid event Sept. 27, 2021. Three hundred people 
attended in person, with another 350 joining the live stream. The theme of the event was 
“Keeping Hope Alive,” and Arizonans who have shown leadership toward that goal 
were recognized through the day.  
 
This report summarizes key points by topic area, including action items you can use 
immediately.  
 
Thanks to our sponsors:  
 
Title Sponsor: U.S. Department of Justice Drug Enforcement Administration. 

Summit sponsors: Arizona High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area; Arizona Narcotic 
Officers Association; Arizona Governor’s Office of Youth, Faith and Family; 
MATFORCE; and Arizona Criminal Justice Commission.  

Education partners: Arizona Department of Health Services; Arizona Health Care Cost 
Containment System; Arizona National Guard Counterdrug Task Force. 
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Whether you gave someone hope or someone gave you hope, we are celebrating 
the stories that uplift us. 

-- Dawn Mertz, director,  
Arizona High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area 

 
 
Keep Hope Alive Awards 
 
New to the summit this year were the Keep Hope Alive Awards, celebrating those 
making a significant impact against drugs and addiction. Nominations were taken 
online, with honorees selected by the Drug Summit planning committee. 
 
• Ronny Jones struggled with opioid use disorder, leading to 

his arrest three years ago. He was diverted to Mohave 
County’s Quality of Life Court and, after completing the 
program, became a certified peer support specialist. Last 
year, he went to work for the diversion program in hopes of 
helping others.  

The first man he mentored graduated this year, had his 
felony drug conviction set aside and enrolled at Northern 
Arizona University. Four more were expected to graduate in 
October under Ronny’s guidance.  

In addition, he found space for in-person group meetings during the pandemic and 
became a certified Moral Reconation Therapy trainer. Those meetings continue.   
 

• Two principals in Prescott Valley’s Humboldt 
School District have demonstrated the vision to see 
that keeping kids healthy and drug free will help 
ensure academic success. Jessica Bennett (Bradshaw 
Mountain Middle School) and Candice Stump 
(formerly at Coyote Springs Elementary) prioritized 
substance use prevention for students by 
incorporating drug prevention education for their 
entire student bodies. Through their efforts and 
partnership with MATFORCE health educators, 
6,500 middle school and elementary students have 
been reached.  
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• Winslow Police Sgt. Adam Reeves is a one-man overdose-

reversal squad in a small town that, in addition to its famous 
corner, is becoming known for an alarming number of opioid 
overdoses. He has used naloxone to reverse six overdoses 
involving residents between 16 and 30 years old, one of whom 
he coached in youth sports.  

After Sgt. Reeves’ life-saving actions, one person has gone back 
to school, another has gone back to teaching school, one has a 
steady job, and another is in treatment. 

 
 
 

• The men and women of the Arizona National Guard Counterdrug Task Force have 
been an invaluable resource for all levels of prevention in the state. They’ve helped 
establish substance abuse coalitions in “prevention deserts,” assisted with writing 
grants for community-based organizations, trained citizens in prevention, provided 
translation services and provided prevention curriculum for schools, among many 
other activities. They are a major driver of prevention services and projects. 

 
• Shari Dukes, Marissa Caballero, and Mike and Summer Cupp lost teenage children 

to overdoses of fentanyl contained in counterfeit pills. They told their stories in 
public service ads (and longer online videos) as part of a media campaign created 
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by the Substance Abuse Coalition Leaders of Arizona, funded by a grant from the 
Arizona Health Care Cost Containment System. 

It takes courage to appear in such ads and talk frankly about your child’s overdose 
death -- a courage fueled by the desire to help other families avoid this tragic 
outcome.  

Also recognized was Krista Witherow of Sparklight, who created the powerful 
media campaign. 
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In my job I get to see the hope, and the importance of keeping hope alive. Because 
without hope where are we? 

 --  Jerry Moe, national director, 
Hazelden Betty Ford Children’s Program 

 
Keynotes 
 
Jerry Moe: Changing the Family Legacy 
 
The Hazelden Betty Ford Children’s Program is open to children with a 
family history of addiction, with an aim of intervening before a child 
takes their first drink. Children living in such families are silent and 
invisible, living with chronic fear, loss, and grief. They often believe the 
chaos is their fault.  
 
Highlights of his presentation: 
 

• Children need to be taught to separate the person they love from the disease. 
Rather than ask, “tell me about your mother’s use of pain medicine” – essentially 
asking the child to be disloyal – instead phrase the request as “tell me about the 
disease that holds your family.”  

• A coordinated approach involving social services, medical professionals, 
teachers, the faith community, law enforcement and mental health is the best 

way to help children. With coordination, 
these professionals will know about all the 
resources available to them, can call each 
other with referrals or for help, and can 
learn the best language to use with young 
children. 

As an example, he cited a Riverside 
County (Calif.) sheriff’s deputy who 
received training on dealing with children 
in chaos. On a domestic violence call, the 

deputy interviewed the mother and then asked to visit with the three children, 
ages 7, 9, and 12. Because of those conversations, the mother went into a family 
program and got a restraining order. Six months later, the father was arrested 
and went into drug court. He devoted himself to treatment, and gradually 
returned to a family that supported and loved him. He’s been sober 15 years. The 
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kids have grown up and are doing well. “Look at the hope in this story,” Moe 
said. “None of it could have happened without that deputy sheriff.” 
 

Moe listed the three most important things children need:  
• Accurate, age-appropriate information about addiction. When it is not explained, 

children will make up a story that makes sense to them – and blame themselves. 
Helping them understand that addiction is a disease avoids having the child 
become a 15-year-old and then a 30-year-old who despairs under the story they 
created as a 7-year-old. 

• Skill building and healthy living skills. Children need to learn coping strategies 
and ways to deal with stress and continually practice them. This includes 
identifying “safe people” – a trusted family member, cafeteria worker, teacher, 
neighbor, or teacher they can go to for help.  

• Bonding and attachment. Addiction is a disease of isolation; most children living 
in a family with addiction believe they are the only one. They need a sense of 
connection and belonging, which can be found in groups with other children like 
them.  

 
Suggested resource: A new Sesame Street character, Karli, has a mother dealing with 
addiction. Videos and activity books are geared for children 2-6. There are also 
resources for adults. Find them at sesamestreetincommunities.org/topics/parental-
addiction. 
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My great-grandfather took on the fight to desegregate District of Columbia schools. 
It was not popular, and he paid a price. Now people are labeling themselves as 
social justice advocates when they stand to reap billions from the legalization of 
marijuana.  

-- Will Jones III,  
director of community engagement and outreach, 

Smart Approaches to Marijuana 
 
Will Jones: Marijuana Legalization and Social Justice 
 
Advocates for legalizing marijuana often argue that it will reduce the number of people, 
especially people of color, in state and federal prisons. Jones called that argument a false 
dichotomy, because there are more than two options, including: 

• Decriminalization. 
• Legalizing medicinal uses of compounds derived from marijuana. Jones 

emphasized he wasn’t talking about lawmakers deciding what is medicine, but 
instead about compounds that have been certified as helpful through the 
scientific process. 

• Legalization for non-medical use, which was the focus of his presentation. 
 
Tobacco companies had a history of touting the 
health benefits of cigarettes, and Big Marijuana 
is doing the same – and more, Jones said. 
They’re using legalization to create new, more 
potent products. They’re copying Juul’s 
advertise-first-apologize-later approach that 
flipped all the gains in teen smoking in five 
years.  
 
Big Marijuana, like the alcohol and tobacco 
companies, recognizes that most of its revenue 
comes from a relatively small number of 
customers. In Colorado, 80% of revenue comes 

from 22% of users.  
 
Legalization advocates cite three social justice goals, which are used to bypass the 
argument for decriminalization. They’d be strong arguments, Jones said, if they were 
being met: 
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• Reduce arrests and incarceration.  
In Colorado, overall arrests of African Americans rose after legalization and have 
not gone down, a pattern repeated in other states. The problem, Jones said, was 
never drug laws but disparities in how laws are enforced. “If an individual 
officer or department enforces the law with bias, it won’t change simply because 
pot is legalized,” Jones said. “It doesn’t deal with the heart of the issue. Officers 
who are biased just use different tools.” 

Neither has the prison population fallen.  

 
• Promote business equity among disadvantaged groups. 

This initiative suggests that African Americans should be at the front of the line 
for new dispensaries. No state has seen a significant percentage of minority 
ownership, and even states with the most progressive approaches saw no black 
owners after one year. “People who have resources are able to game the system,” 
Jones said. “Even AOC, who supports legalization, acknowledges it compounds 
the racial wealth gap.” 
 

• Reinvest in communities harmed by the war on drugs.  
The only reinvestment has come in flooding neighborhoods of color with 
dispensaries, another page from Big Tobacco’s playbook that targeted Black and 
Hispanic neighborhoods. “This relatively small and often tightly knit community 
can work to (Brown & Williamson’s) marketing advantage, if exploited 
properly,” says a company document included in Jones’ presentation.  

 
“If you say X, Y and Z will take place if you pass certain laws, and they are not taking 
place but instead you are seeing bad health consequences, you are not solving social 
justice issues and may be exacerbating issues,” Jones said. 
 
Action steps: 
 

• Hold legislators’ feet to the fire. In Colorado, dispensaries initially had to be 
1,500 feet apart. Last year, the legislature reduced the distance to 500 feet. You 
need to hold the state accountable for maintaining restrictions. 

• Advocate for setting maximum potency limits for recreational marijuana. 
• Read the book Smokescreen: What the Marijuana Industry Doesn't Want You to 

Know. It’s a deep dive into what the industry looks like based on whistleblower 
accounts.  
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Almost everyone I work with has lost someone to drugs. They’re in it to win it.  
-- Tucson Police Capt. John Leavitt,  

commander, Counter Narcotics Alliance 
 
On the Front Lines 
 

• Overdose deaths continue to rise in 
Pima County – 446 in 2020, compared to 337 
in 2019. This may be tied to shifts in drug 
prices, said Tucson Police Capt. John Leavitt. 
At the beginning of the pandemic, 
methamphetamine prices rose, making 
fentanyl more attractive -- $10 a pill on the 
street, $2 a pill if purchased in bulk. The 
lower the price, the more overdoses because 
more people are using it.  
• Fentanyl is flooding Arizona. Leavitt’s 
task force has seized 1 million pills. “The first 
time you get 40,000, you think it’s a big deal. 
It’s very disheartening when you realize it’s a 

bottomless supply,” he said. Battling drugs relies on prevention and harm 
reduction. For law enforcement: “We make it so sober people stay sober.” 

• Good news, according to Leavitt: Tucson police have used Narcan to revive a 
person who wasn’t breathing 255 times from January to August 2021. When 
someone dies, the U.S. attorney and Pima County prosecutor are charging the 
supplier with a drug-related death. 

• Surprisingly, violence over marijuana has not abated. “People smell it and feel 
they’re entitled to take it from you,” Leavitt said. Deals now are for $50 to $100, 
which is a lot to the small-timers dealing pot. They’re not terribly smart. One 
dealer videoed himself shooting up a house where a client failed to pay and then 
put it on social media. He thought it was a warning; the police considered it a tip. 

• The legalized delivery of medical marijuana created an infrastructure that 
extended to all drugs and the heavy use of social media. Ads use codes and 
symbols, and dealers count on the short-lived nature of apps like Snapchat. 
“We’re getting better at using intelligence on Snapchat to collect evidence since 
they believe they’re safe,” Leavitt said.  
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My son is 14. I know that the No. 1 cause of death in kids that age is opioid 
overdoses. I’ve never been more afraid than I am now. 

-- Cheri Oz, Special Agent in Charge,  
DEA Phoenix Field Division 

 
Fentanyl 
 
On the day of the summit, the Drug Enforcement Agency issued a national public safety 
alert about counterfeit fentanyl pills. The alert, DEA’s first in six years, sought “to raise 
public awareness of a significant nationwide surge in counterfeit pills that are mass-
produced by criminal drug networks in labs, deceptively marketed as legitimate 
prescription pills, and are killing unsuspecting Americans at an unprecedented rate.” 
 
More than 9.5 million pills had been seized nationally by that date – more than the 
previous two years combined – and DEA labs detected lethal amounts of the drug in 
42% of the pills they tested.  
 
The highly addictive drug has grown 
from barely registering to the nation’s 
No. 1 drug threat in five years, the 
DEA’s Sheri Oz said. Arizona law 
enforcement agents seized 101,405 pills 
in 2017. This year, 8 million pills had 
been seized in Arizona through 
September. That’s more than 1 pill for 
every resident of the state, Oz noted.  
 
More than five people a day die in 
Arizona from opioid overdoses, said 
Sheila Sjolander, assistant director of the Arizona Department of Health Services. The 
state ranked fifth in the country in 2020 for psychostimulant overdoses per 100,000 
population.  Two-thirds of verified fatal and non-fatal opioid overdoses were among 
people between 15 and 44 years old. 
 
At the same time, administration of naloxone is saving five lives a day in Arizona, 
Sjolander said. 
 

Sheila Sjolander and Sara Salek 
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Ninety percent of illegal drugs enter the United States through the Southwest border, 
with Arizona a key transit state. The pandemic forced the cartels to adjust. Couriers 
now are primarily essential commercial and employment-related travelers.  
 
Other drug threats include: 

• Methamphetamine. More than 14,790 kilograms had been seized in Arizona 
through September. Liquid meth is becoming a significant means of smuggling 
the drug. One gallon will yield 85 pounds of meth.  

• Heroin. Seizures have declined, though, as fentanyl has grown in popularity. 
• Cocaine. There’s been a slight but steady decline in seizures.  

 
--- 

 
The Arizona Health Care Cost Containment System spent $529 million on substance 
abuse services in fiscal year 2020, with an emphasis on prevention, stigma reduction, 
naloxone and medication-assisted treatment.  
 
In addition, SAMHSA grants fund such programs as the Good Behavior Game, a 
primary prevention program for first and second graders. The program teaches self-
regulation and has resulted in increased high school graduation and college attendance 
rates. Smoking, opiate use and alcohol abuse rates fell.  
 
There is hope for reducing opioid deaths, said Dr. Sara Salek, chief medical officer for 
the Arizona Health Care Cost Containment System.  
 
“We need to continue to talk about it and keep it top of mind,” she said. “We need a full 
press on naloxone distribution. Law enforcement and the judiciary pulling fentanyl 
from the streets is critical. We need to get adults into medication-assisted treatment and 
promote stigma reduction, and we need to combat loneliness.”  
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A lot of substance abuse is self-treatment for depression.  

-- Dr. Daniel Brooks, medical director, 
Banner Poison & Drug Information Center  

and Outpatient Toxicology Clinic  
 
Opioid Assistance Line 
 
The Arizona Opioid Assistance and Referral Line (888-668-4222) is the first resource of 
its type in the United States. A partnership between the Arizona Poison Centers and 
Arizona Department of Health Services, it assists patients, caregivers and medical 
providers with issues such as opioid withdrawal, acute toxicity, chronic pain, MAT, 
drug interactions, co-morbidities, pregnancy issues, referrals and follow-up calls.   
 
Providers have access to real-time consultation about: 

• Prescribing opioids.  
• Treating individuals suffering acute and chronic pain.  
• Managing high-risk patients.  
• Reconciling medication interactions.  
• Reducing opioid dosing. 
• Treating patients with acute opioid complications and withdrawal.  

 
Lay people and caregivers are serviced with: 

• Emergency and non-emergency resources and referrals for individuals seeking 
treatment for opioid use disorder, chronic pain or opioid withdrawal.  
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• Potential transfers to behavioral health services or substance abuse/medication 
assisted treatment services.  

 
A new drug to watch 
An emerging problem drug, kratom, has Brooks’ attention. The drug, typically smoked 
or brewed as a tea, is derived from a shrub indigenous to Southeast Asia and adaptable 
to Arizona. It has been used to treat opiate withdrawal. The concern is that COVID 
isolation and harm reduction misconceptions will lead to abuse.  
 
In low doses, kratom is a stimulant. In higher doses, it acts as an opioid. The onset of 
effects comes within 10 minutes, with peak concentration at 1.5 hours. When mixed 
with tramadol it is known as krypton. 
 
Abuse can lead to delirium, multi-organ dysfunction and hallucinations. Deaths from 
the drug were first reported in Sweden. 
 
Treatment focuses on support care and controlling agitated delirium. Naloxone is not 
effective; MAT is. Withdrawal has been associated with nausea, anxiety, agitation, 
weight loss, constipation and a stuffy or runny nose. Psychosis was diagnosed in 17% of 
patients in one study.  
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Our number 1 goal is to save lives. We establish trust with substance users and 
provide an avenue to treatment. The goal is to reduce crime and improve the quality 
of life for the substance user, the family, and the children.  

-- Sgt. Ericka Stropka, Tucson Police Department 
 
 
How Collaboration Works 
 
Four examples:  
 
Coming together to raise awareness, empower families 
 
Using a grant from AHCCCS, leaders of 23 
community substance abuse coalitions 
created a tool kit and public awareness 
campaign to educate families and raise 
awareness of drug threats such as 
fentanyl/counterfeit pills and 
methamphetamines. The Substance Abuse 
Coalition Leaders of Arizona started by 
holding 27 community forums, where they 
found a lack of awareness of the drugs and 
the availability of naloxone.  
 
They developed multiple websites to provide information and share toolkits. A 
messaging expert was hired to develop themes, such as a postcard showing two pills 
side by side with the text, “Can you tell which pill contains a deadly dose? Neither can 
your child.” 
 
The public awareness campaign had multiple pieces:  

• Five toolkits, available at saclaz.org/toolkit/, on fentanyl and counterfeit pills; 
naloxone; youth resiliency building; addressing stigma; and psychostimulants 
such as methamphetamine. The toolkits include all the resources listed here and 
more.  

• PowerPoints that can be used by any group for presentations. 
• Fact sheets in English and Spanish.  
• Short and longform videos profiling teens who died of overdoses. 
• Social media messaging. The digital campaign surpassed 5 million impressions.  
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• Radio, television, billboard and digital advertising. Radio and TV stations 
donated time to supplement the purchased ads, at a total donated value of 
$544,982. This alone doubled the amount of the AHCCCS grant that underwrote 
the campaign.  

 
Multiple websites were created to amplify the messages:  

• TalkNowAz.com, to encourage conversations about fentanyl-laced counterfeit 
pills and what steps parents can take with kids or family members to prevent 
overdoses. 

• NaloxoneAZ.com, to promote the message “you have the power to save a life.” 
• TheNewMeth.com, to educate on methamphetamine harms and treatment 

options. 
 
Surveys showed the fentanyl training was effective, with substantial increases in 
understanding what fentanyl is, the risks it poses, how to prevent youth use, and what 
to do if a child is using opioids. Parent readiness and comfort with dealing with issues 
also rose.  
 
Mapping overdoses 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

        Sydney Fox, Ericka Stropka, Robert Devries (left to right). 
 
The Overdose Response Strategy employs HIDTA’s drug intelligence officer and a CDC 
Foundation-funded public health analyst to gather and share data across agencies with 
the goal of reducing drug overdose rates. Collaboration is key in sharing information 
about what is happening in one area with nearby communities. Public health analyst 
Sydney Fox said they also recognize that prevention is encountered at different points 
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and means something different to law enforcement, public health, harm reduction and 
behavioral health.  
 
Among the effort’s strategies is an overdose map that records, in near real time, where 
overdoses are occurring. The maps are shared with top-level law enforcement leaders to 
help pinpoint problems. An analysis panel allows users to see when and where 
overdoses are occurring, so they and their community partners can shift resources.  
 
Deflecting from criminal justice to treatment 
 
The Tucson Police Department created a Substance Use Resource Team to battle a rise 
in drug abuse. The team partners with CODAC, a 24/7 medication-assisted treatment 
center, for immediate referrals and distributes naloxone kits throughout the 
community. It follows up on non-fatal opioid overdose cases to provide educational 
information.  
 
The team includes peer-support responders – people in recovery from drug addiction – 
who can “speak to people at the lowest point in their life and say, ‘recovery works. 
These officers want to get you into treatment,’” said Sgt. Ericka Stropka.  
 
The unit is at the forefront of “deflection,” a policy change that allows officers to take a 
person to treatment instead of jail. People can also approach an officer or go to a 
substation to request treatment, and transportation will be arranged. The department 
works with six community agencies to provide treatment. “We’re big on building 
relationships and providing education for the people we’re helping,” Stropka said.  
 
A county comes together 
 
Mohave County was home to the three doctors who prescribed the most opioids in the 
state; two doctors were prosecuted. The county overdose rate trails only Phoenix and 
Tucson in Arizona. Leaders focused on three strategies that rely on collaboration.  
 

• Overdose mapping in partnership with the Overdose Response Strategy. When 
Robert Devries, the director of the Mohave County Substance Treatment and 
Prevention Coalition in Kingman, gets an alert, he calls on Southwest Behavioral 
and Health Services, which sends a team into the neighborhood.  

• Community outreach through the chamber of commerce, the pastoral 
association, schools and public-service announcements and billboards. Naloxone 
is available in all school districts and is included in first-aid kits distributed by 
the chamber of commerce. 
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• Establishment of a quality of life court for low-level, first-time offenders. The 
idea is to address addiction issues earlier than drug court does through peer 
support, probation and caseworkers.  

 
In addition, the county is establishing an overdose fatality review team to gather data to 
guide its prevention efforts.  
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Where there’s hope, you can begin to heal.  

-- Arizona Department of Health Services stigma reduction campaign 
 
COVID and the Overdose Epidemic 
 
Opioid overdose deaths rose in Arizona, as they did across the country, during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The high mark in Arizona – 620 opioid overdose deaths – came in 
August 2020. The numbers fell in the last quarter of the year before rising again in 2021. 
 
The pandemic created multiple challenges for people with substance abuse disorders. 
They are at greater risk of poor COVID-19 outcomes. Stay-at-home orders early in the 
pandemic increased feelings of isolation, which can exacerbate mental health struggles, 
depression and anxiety, leading to substance abuse.  
 
The Arizona Department of Health Services and Arizona Health Care Cost 
Containment System (which recorded a 21.5% increase in enrollment because of 
COVID-19) created new programs in response.  
 
The health department’s public awareness campaigns include:  

• Azhealth.gov/startaconversation, launched in August, seeks to address social 
isolation as a public health issue. The purpose is to raise awareness and 
normalize conversations around loneliness, which can drive poor health 
outcomes. Resources are available for employers.  

• Azhealth.gov/HopeHeals and azhealth.gov/SeeMeDifferently are stigma 
reduction campaigns aimed at women, mothers and pregnant women dealing 
with substance use.   
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AHCCCS spent $529 million on substance abuse services in FY2020. It expanded 
telehealth and integrated medical and behavioral health services. It continued 
practitioner education to reduce the number of prescriptions written.  
 
The agency launched an opioid services locator, opioidservicelocator.azahcccs.gov, in 
fall 2021 that allows a person to search by zip code, county, type of service, 
demographic served, agency, MAT type or health plan.  
 
AHCCCS also supports and refers to four 24/7 access points for substance abuse 
treatment:  

• CODAC Health, Recover and Wellness, 380 E. Fort Lowell Road, Tucson. 
• Community Bridges, East Valley Addiction Recovery Center, 560 S. Bellview, 

Mesa. 
• Community Medical Services, 2806 W. Cactus Road, Phoenix. 
• Intensive Treatment Systems, West Clinic, 4136 N. 75th Ave. #116, Phoenix. 

 
 
  



AZ Drug Summit 2021 21 

If you spent one day in my life, you’d use for just one hour of relief, too. 
-- Dr. Gary Kirkilas, on the reason his homeless  
adolescent patients give for substance abuse. 

 
Marijuana and Homeless Children 
 
Young people are the fastest growing segment of the homeless population, with those 
under 24 accounting for one-fourth of the most recent Maricopa County point-in-time 
count. The physical, emotional and sexual abuse that can accompany being without a 
home increases the risk of substance abuse, said 
Dr. Gary Kirkilas, a pediatrician who operates a 
40-foot medical RV that travels Phoenix 
providing free medical care to homeless youth. 
 
The mobile clinic provides primary and 
preventative health care integrated with mental 
health services to address issues underlying 
substance abuse. The team includes two 
behavioral health counselors and a child 
psychiatrist specializing in addiction medicine.  
 
“With all that, we see Dr. Reeferalz on 
billboards. They’re targeting youth,” he said.  
“So many of my patients have substance abuse 
issues because they’ve been targeted.” 
 
Every adolescent seen by Dr. Kirkilas’s team is 
screened for substance use. About 70% say 
they’ve used marijuana, with 30% reporting weekly use. Meth is the second most used 
drug, followed by “prescription” medications.  
 
The teens he sees don’t say they use drugs because their friends do; they turn to drugs 
to relieve their anxiety, depression, or anger. Dr. Kirkilas understands he needs to 
validate their experience, so he uses subtle ways to persuade his patients against using 
by asking what they don’t like about using drugs.  
 
ACTION ITEM: Dr. Kirkilas was part of a medical coalition asking the Legislature to 
place advertising limits on marijuana dispensaries. He encouraged attendees to support 
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the effort. “We’ll try again this year,” he said. “Cannabis should not get a free ride in 
targeting youth.” 
 

--- 
 
The 2020 initiative that legalized recreational marijuana prohibits selling marijuana 
products shaped to look like humans, animals, insects, fruits, toys or cartoons, or with 
names that resemble food or drink brands marketed by children.  
 

“We’re in every dispensary once a year to look at products and 
advertising,” said Colby Bower, assistant director for policy and 
intergovernmental affairs at the Arizona Department of Health 
Services. “A lot of these products are multistate (licenses). If you see 
something, please report it to the department.” 
 
Colby noted that the number of Arizonans seeking medical 
marijuana cards has dropped significantly since voters approved 
recreational marijuana. The department is issuing 6,000 licenses a 

month compared to 25,000 a month before November 2020.  
 
Medical marijuana card holders may purchase 2.5 ounces every two weeks. The 
recreational use law limits possession to 1 ounce but places no limits on how often a 
purchase can be made. Delivery is allowed for medical pot but not for recreational sales.  
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Living on my own scared me. Having a random roommate was not a good idea for 
me. I wanted a safe place to live. I knew I had a relapse in me. 

-- Jackson Longan, regional outreach manager, Oxford House 
 
Finding a Home for Recovery 
 
Oxford House was created out of crisis with a goal of preventing addiction relapses. In 
1975, funding was being cut for a sober living home in Maryland. The men living there 
decided to rent the house and run it themselves without staff. No one gave this a chance 
of working.  
 
Today, the organization oversees 2,000 
houses in the United States, including 60 in 
Arizona. Each rented house is home for 
eight to nine men or women – none are  
co-ed – in the early stages of sobriety. They 
are democratically run and self-supporting. 
Anyone who relapses is expelled.  
 
Nearly 80% of residents have been 
homeless, and 85.5% spent time in jail. 
Their average length of sobriety is 11 
months, and the average stay in an Oxford 
House is nine months.  
 
In 2020, the relapse rate was 22.2%. The 
longer someone stays, the higher the 
success rate. 
 
Jackson Longan, the Arizona outreach manager for Oxford House, was a resident in 
Oklahoma before he became a staff member. A recovering crack cocaine addict, he said 
he first tried to go straight on his own. The second time, he moved in with his 
grandmother but realized he didn’t know how to live on his own or be a responsible 
adult.  
 
“I grew up in an Oxford house. I learned how to become an adult. I learned how to do 
laundry, grocery shop, and communicate with others. I built a family with the men I 
lived with.” 
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Residents hold each other accountable. “Relapse isn’t when I pick up a drink or a drug,” 
Longan said. “It’s gradual behavior changes that a person doesn’t see in themselves. 
When I start to act up with old behaviors, I need someone to recognize it and hold me 
accountable.” 
 
Each house has its own rules, assigns chores, and sets curfews and limits to avoid being 
a nuisance to neighbors. “They are pretty strict with each other. They don’t want 
anything to disturb the serenity of that house,” Longan said.  
 
The residents of each Oxford House screen applicants before deciding whether to accept 
them. An application form is available at oxfordvacancies.com/applyOnline.aspx. 
 


