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Introduction

This Opioid Community Assessment (OCA) 2024 was conducted with Barry County Government in
collaboration with Michigan State University’s (MSU) team within the MDHHS Technical Assistance
Collaborative. The impetus for the assessment is the incoming Opioid Settlement dollars and a desire to
have those dollars generate positive community impact for decades to come. The charge was to collect
information from the community regarding Opioid Use Disorder (OUD) and other co-occurring
Substance Use Disorders/Mental Health disorders. This definition will be referred to as Substance Use
Disorder (SUD) throughout this report. MSU acknowledges the importance of using inclusive language.
However, in this report, there may be some non-inclusive language present. The data referenced in this
report is cited work, and for the sake of maintaining its integrity, we are unable to alter the findings to
make them inclusive to all.

Who Was Involved in This Assessment

MSU collaborated with the locally formed Opioid Community Assessment (OCA) working group, which
included representatives from Barry County Community Mental Health Authority and Barry County
Government administration.

Why We Did This Assessment

This assessment was conducted to prepare Barry County to distribute the Opioid Settlement Funds. In
collaboration with MSU’s team, the workgroup identified questions that they would want answered
during the assessment process that would aid community leaders in decision-making and strategic
planning for the long term. The information gathered through short surveys, focus groups, and personal
interviews helps identify local strategies, inform new funding opportunities, and strengthen the
community and local governments’ understanding from various perspectives.

Methodology of this Assessment

Focus groups and interviews for the OCA were organized and scheduled with the support of the Barry
County OCA working group. The OCA working groups’ guiding questions informed the development of
focus group questions. MSU facilitated, recorded, transcribed, and coded the focus groups and
interviews with professionals (SUD/OUD providers and community-based organizations) (n=31), general
community members (n=19), people with lived experiences (PWLE) (n = 27) public safety
representatives (law enforcement and first responders) (n = 5). Survey questions were informed by the
guiding questions and were created collaboratively by MSU and the Barry County OCA working group.
MSU conducted the interviews and focus groups, analyzed the data, and interpreted the results to
inform this report. Data were gathered between August and October of 2024.

Guiding Questions Used for Assessment
How can community members, organizations, and local governments work together to create a
comprehensive and sustainable plan to combat the harms associated with substance use?

1. What impacts of substance use in Barry County?
2. What assets or strengths exist already to respond to substance use for residents in our county?
3. What are the gaps in services in responding to substance use in our county?
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4. How do you think we can create a more compassionate and stigma-free environment for
individuals with substance use disorder in our community?

Table 1

Method Responses/Participants
Professionals (Providers & Community Based Organizations) 31
Focus Groups & Interviews

General Community Focus Groups & Interviews 19

People with Lived Experience (PWLE) Focus Groups & 27

Interviews

Public Safety Focus Groups & Interviews 5
Codes

The following were the major codes identified in transcripts from interviews, short surveys, and
interviews, along with their frequency.

Chart 2

Code Frequency

Identified Need: Housing IS 58
Identified Need: Mental Health Services I 42
Identified Need: Transportation NI 30
Harm Reduction: Supportive NI 9
Identified Need: Community Support NI 21
Identified Need: Response IISSS———— 20
Recovery Housing: Supportive I 20
Stigma: Substance Use Disorder I 17
Program Barrier: Unable to Admit Need I 15
Frustration IEEEEEGEGEG—G— 15
Program Barrier: Lack of Awareness I 14
Distrust: Criminal Justice System I 9
Harm Reduction: Averse I 8
Gap: Collaboration m—— 8
Program Barrier: Capacity s 7
Gap: Prevention I 7
Gap: Community Education I 7

Recovery Housing: Averse 1l 3
0 20

B Frequency
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Identified Themes from the Data
Looking holistically at the qualitative focus group/interview data, we have identified several community
themes related to substance use in Barry County.

Table 2

Identified Themes

Housing

Mental Health Supports

Transportation

Local Harm Reduction Services

Youth Prevention & Treatment

Need for Community

Criminal Justice System
Timeliness/Centralized Response Resource
Stigma and Acceptance

Theme: Housing (General & Transitional Specific)

By far the greatest identified need in Barry County according to community members centered around
housing. During focus groups and interviews participants from every priority group including PWLE,
loved ones, general community members, representatives from community organizations, service
providers, as well as public safety respondents expressed a need for adequate and supportive housing

for those in recovery.

“Housing is huge. If people don't have stability and they know that they have a
safe place to sleep at night, it's really tough to move forward.” - Professional

“Housing. Can | say that 10 times?” and “Housing, housing, housing. Affordable

housing.” - Professional

“So how can you focus on your recovery if you don't know where you're going to
sleep tonight? And almost setting a person up for failure when it's like, "No, you
have to get clean, and you need to find a place to live all at the same time." It's
like, "Okay, let's take care of those base needs first and then we can focus on
getting you well and getting you back into a normal life." So yes, | am in support
of [recovery housing].” — General Community

PWLE highlighted the difficulties faced by those individuals attempting to reintegrate into the
community after periods of incarceration or in-patient treatment, while working to maintain their
recovery journey. This was especially noted in those rural areas of the county outside of the larger
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towns/cities. Barriers included a lack of knowledge about housing options after incarceration, indicating
a potential need for more education/collaboration services after release from incarceration.

“l know when | got out of prison last time, | wouldn't know where to go really.”
- PWLE

“Like | said, they got a fully-functioning, the jail, they need a new jail, but it's a
fully functioning court system, fully functioning jail, but they don't have no
halfway houses, they don't have no other resources, they don't have no
transitional housing, they don't have anything. They don't have any homeless
shelters. There's nowhere. Even for people to parole to or get out of jail to, they
don't have anything. So that's the struggle right there. And then that's mainly it.
So I've been on both sides of it. I've had a lot of years sobriety as well, a lot of
years substance abuse myself, so | think that maybe we need some more
resources outside of the court system in jail.” - PWLE

For those that have come in to contact with the criminal justice system felony convictions present
another significant barrier to housing:

“So one of my biggest problems was even after | made the decision to stop using,
because I did that before I got in trouble this time, | made the decision to stop and
tried getting help through probation and parole and stuff like that. | asked him, |
was like, "What can you guys do for me to help me get back on my feet?" Because
me and my wife didn't have nowhere to stay and stuff like that. And they're like,
"We don't really have... There's nothing for felons. There's nothing for people in
your situation."

- PWLE

“Yep. And any of the housing, the low-income housing doesn't take felons, so you
can't get into any of the low-income housing around here. And there's no halfway
house for substance abusers. We really need something like that around here”

- PWLE

“l don't know if | mentioned that too, but housing is a really big one. Yeah,
housing is very hard, especially for people who have records and stuff like that. |
feel like that's really hard.” - PWLE

“Housing is huge. Huge. | know so many people that need housing in this area,
and they just put this brand-new building in here, one, two, three bedrooms. We
were told it was going to be based on income, and it was going to be a friendly
environment. Well, | since found out that no felons or criminals can be in them
buildings. Why are they building buildings that we can't live in? Granted, we've
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done wrong, but we're still citizens of this community and we still have to
provide.” - PWLE

In addition to transitional housing, the need for affordable housing overall in Barry County was
highlighted by nearly every group or demographic questioned, especially in the smaller or more rural
areas. The lack of even temporary housing options in these areas is exacerbated by their location.

“So, there are no shelters in town, in Hastings itself. So a lot of times if there is
space at a shelter, it's in Battle Creek, Kalamazoo, Grand Rapids.” — General
Community

“] see that all the time. For one thing, | walk my dogs early in the morning, like
starting maybe quarter to five in the morning, and | have seen people sleeping in
parks, on benches, in the vestibule of the library. A couple of weeks ago, a young
woman sat at my desk for an hour, telling me about her hopeless situation, and
how she was homeless. | mean, we have homeless people in the library every
day.” — General Community

“There's no housing options in our county. There's very few. We are the housing
resource center for Barry County. So every Monday, we do a list of housing units
that are available. There have been weeks over the summer that there were
maybe four or five units in all of Barry County that were available. And for a two-
bedroom to be $2,300 a month is not affordable.” - Professional

A lack of transitional/SUD focused housing is seen by the community as a major gap in Barry County, and
stigma against persons with SUD can act as a barrier even if limited housing options become available:

“l use this example a lot. My father-in-law or my daughter's father-in-law owns
some apartments or houses, 51750 a month, and he had 27 applicants in
Middleville. So are you going to choose the one that's the drug abuser?... They're
not going to be chosen if you've got 27 other choices, 26 other choices.” -
Professional

Of those community members participating, most respondents indicated their personal support for
transitional housing in their community, some noted opposition from local government, indicating a
need for better understanding and communication of residents’ feelings around transitional housing.

“We have tried to get sober housing over the years, but it falls through for a lot of
different reasons. But to get anything stable, we don't have it.” - Professional

When asked, very few individuals reported being averse to having transitional housing in their
communities. Participants who were initially hesitant around transitional housing indicated limited

October 2024 Barry County Opioid Community Assessment 6



support if there were guidelines to ensure that housing residents do not pose a threat to the safety and

integrity of the general community.

“If it was a housing thing for people who were truly recovering and wanting to
make themselves better, if it was well-maintained. So... Strict protocols...to get
them on a right path. That would be one thing. If it's just a place for people to
shack up because they have nowhere to be and they don't have guidance, then |
think | wouldn't be for it.” — General Community

“l hadn't really thought about recovery houses. And I think after talking about
that, | think that is a great resource that is in high need, that | hadn't really
thought about” — General Community

“I think it'd be highly beneficial in the right regimen and used in the right way and
done in the right place.” - PWLE

Interview and focus group participants repeatedly expressed the need for transitional housing in Barry

County.

“] just really strongly want to strongly emphasize, or however you want to put it,
that there really needs to be some kind of housing. Even if it's just a little house
they buy and only a couple people get help. But them couple people, and they can
only stay a month after they get out of jail... That is one of the biggest reasons we
spiral, is housing and nowhere to go and having to live on the streets. | think if we
could eliminate that, that would help.” - PWLE

Theme: Mental Health Supports

Qualitative data collection highlighted the need for more mental health support and services. The

literature on SUD has long recognized the impact of mental health issues co-occurring with substance
use (Jones & McCance-Katz, 2019). Behind housing issues, the need for more accessible and
comprehensive Mental Health Services for those suffering from substance use was identified as a top
priority. From PWLE, to providers working with individuals with SUD, the importance of mental health as
a contributing factor to continued addiction was noted.

“l don't know if the dollars are available for it, but the overriding theme on
everything is mental health. So many of our struggling citizens are addicts and
they're suffering from mental health. Any dollars we can get that goes towards
helping those people that are in crisis and not just throwing them in jail would
ultimately help both ends. | think that's our number one, more than training,
more than anything. Because cops are out there trying to do the best they can
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and they'll function through without the training, but helping those individuals
with the mental health crisis first | think is the most important thing.” — Public
Safety

“] think everything stems from mental health.” — Public Safety

“mental health resources are the biggest need, funds for mental health.” -
Professional

“Probably mental health and definitely something to do with the probation and
maybe just more housing for maybe halfway housing, I guess is the slang term for
it. Just for them to be able to be monitored a little bit better. But again, to give
these people the resources to be able to get better and to be productive members
of society.” — Public Safety

“It's such a hard thing. Because the one cousin I'm thinking of, she's struggling
with mental health issues on top of her addiction issues. A lot of times, that's
where it stems from, trying to soften all the pain, all the things. So no, | don't
really know. I do think that we do need more mental health resources and
support. We definitely do. I'm not even sure where to begin as far as that goes,
but I just know we need more of it. | just know we need more of it. That's for
sure.” — General Community

One incarcerated individual summed up their assessment of the mental health needs in Barry County:

“l was talking to one of the COs recently, and so I've been to a lot of jails and
prison and things like that. And the number of people here that who need mental
health is way higher than I've ever seen any other county, and they just don't
have anything at all to help them. So, it's like I'll just walk them down, and I'm
certain that that doesn't make it any better. I've got substance abuse issues and
things like that, but some of these people really have some bad mental health
stuff on that. There's no way to address it. So, | can only imagine that just festers
and grows from there” - PWLE

Theme: Transportation

A lack of accessible transportation was indicated as a major barrier in Barry County. County residents
described the difficulty of navigating the recovery process, especially for those on parole or in court
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mandated programs. Residents indicated a lack of services, a lack of service consistency, and cost as
contributing factors.

“It's hard as hell, because I'm on like... It has me doing like, be here, be here, be
here. And sometimes they're like back-to-back-to-back-to-back. So by the grace of
God, and thankful for my friends that they could give me rides that time. Some
appointments can be literally right back-to-back.” - PWLE

“Transportation is difficult. Hastings does have a community transit, however, it's
only available certain hours like Mondays or Saturday. And the problem with that
is as well is during the school year, they bus a lot of children for school before and
after school. So that takes away a lot of time and the resources to be able to help
somebody who, "Hey, | might need to ride to class." And if you don't have any
family or friends to drive you, or if you're not within walking distance or say you
live in Middleville or Freeport or somewhere else in the county, your access is
even more limited” - PWLE

“We have a transit, but the schools use it, and so there's blocks of time where it's
not even available for anybody. It's a big county, and they have so many drivers,
and they can't get to everybody so it's not dependable. The clients that currently
use it, they come late, or they don't come at all. Or they come early, and then
they don't stay long enough. | mean, it's not a reliable thing. And so getting them
into treatment or getting them to us or whatever, getting them help has been
very difficult.” - Professional

“It's kind of a double-edged sword. | myself had to do the transit years and years
ago and it gets you where you need to go, but the duration of the ride is much

longer. So that can be really frustrating. And consistency is not always up to par,
which is hard for people, especially when they have court appointments.” - PWLE

“Like me, | have no driver's license, but I'm on drug court. And | have to be all
these different places: Community, mental health, to their classes, to work. They
expect me to do 30 hours community service a week. Just some type of
transportation, whether it's a bus pass or a service that does it, | don't know. I'm
not sure.” - PWLE

“But in Hastings, there's people that either they ride together because people in
recovery sometimes help each other, or there's people that walk miles to go to
meetings because they have to or because they want to be there... because you
got to get that paper signed... But whether the transits on time or not, or whether
they have the money to do that, they got to go pretty often, some of the people
that have to go.” - PWLE
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Theme: Support for Local Harm Reduction Services

Harm reduction provides services to people who use drugs, to prevent overdose and to connect
individuals to healthcare services as needed (CDC, 2024). Harm reduction services can be controversial,

but similar to responses regarding dedicated recovery housing, most participants, across all groups,
indicated that they support Harm Reduction Services such as syringe service programs (SSPs) in Barry
County to help those not ready to completely abstain from substance use reduce their risk of illness and
disease.

“If we have a place where they know they can come and get these supplies and
still, | mean, we're not condemn or condoning the use of drugs or whatever, but
we're saying, we're here to help you if you need it. These are some helpful things
for you... so I think it is an excellent program. Yes. That we need it.” — General
Community

“Yes, because | know communicable disease... So they could die from that just as
much as they could die from an overdose, and they're going to use regardless, so
if we can make it cleaner, then | would support that. Yeah.” — General Community

“If I was still an intravenous drug user, | would say needle exchange, because so
many people | know got Hep C from sharing needles. I luckily didn't, but I did
share needles, so | was lucky that I didn't get Hep C. | think a needle exchange
program would be helpful.” - PWLE

“Yes. If they actually had a place where they could get clean, but also get rid of
them, like a biohazard spot where you can't open it to get into it, but they could
dispose of them. Yes.” — General Community

“And | think that that scares people. But | think that we need that because |
talked to people from other counties that run it, and my younger brother is more
into 1V drugs or anything else. And the people that | have those conversations
with, they're like, "Oh, yeah, | did share needles the whole time I used," and |
don't know how I didn't, | was terrified all the time. And if you're terrified that
you have a disease and you are in the middle of addiction and can't get help,
you're not going to go get tested. You're going to just keep using, so you don't
think about it. I've been in situations like that.” - PWLE

One interviewee related a powerful story about a loved one suffering from spinal meningitis because of
sharing used needles:
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“She was taken from a drug lord'’s house and taken to the hospital by another
person that was homeless. They waited four or five hours at the emergency room
to never be seen. So then he took her to her sister's house. She started convulsing.
They called an ambulance and took her by ambulance, and she had [inaudible]
probably because of all the needles. She had needle marks everywhere. The tips
of her toes, everywhere... They had to drill five holes in her head to relieve the
pressure because of spinal meningitis. She was probably not seen in the
emergency room. They probably left her for five hours thinking she was just a
homeless person and seeing the shape she was in and just didn't pay attention to
her, right? So when she got to the hospital, she had been convulsing. They had to
put her in a coma to be able to get an MRI, and then they found a spinal
meningitis [inaudible] she was on life support. They did not think she was going
to make it.” — General Community

A PWLE living with hepatitis lamented not having access to an exchange program:

“So 1 did not have one available and | would have, and so | caught hepatitis when
I was young. And | was very, very sick in the hospital, almost had have a
transplant and all kinds of stuff. And since then, it's just gone away. | haven't
treated it or anything like that, | just haven't been sick. But it's not healed either.”
- PWLE

Multiple participants indicated support for SSPs after finding used syringes in their neighborhoods.

“Yeah. We found a needle in our driveway. We seen the cops stop this car right in
front of our driveway, and we were watching out the window and they took
somebody to jail. And next thing you know, the next day, | go out to the mailbox
and there's a needle. It must've been they threw it out the window. And it had a
drug in it. | picked it up with something | had in my hand without touching it. And
| showed my boyfriend. I'm like, "Look!" He goes, "That's heroin or something,
(redacted). Well, throw it away." And he goes, "Don't touch it." And threw it
away in the garbage.” — General Community

Almost all of those that initially were unsure about accepting an SSP in their community, decided they
would support such a program once informed of studies demonstrating that this sort of harm reduction

service reduces dangerous needle litter in the community as well as reducing the communicable disease
load among IV users. One resident highlighted a reason they believed there might be aversion from

leadership to implementing an SSP:

“So here's the thing, there's pushback. There's a lot of pushback, because in the
way | see it and in the way that | perceive it why there's so much pushback, is
because it addresses the thing that's in front of you and it makes you
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uncomfortable. And because you're uncomfortable, you don't understand. So you
don't want nothing to do with it. Do | believe that Orangeville and everything
around us, do we need that? Absolutely. Because they find needles all the time.”
— General Community

The support for SSPs tracks along with support for other harm reduction services currently available in
the county such as Narcan/naloxone distribution. Many providers, first responders, community
members, and PWLE lauded the availability of Narcan at multiple sites across the county.

Theme: Youth Prevention & Treatment

Youth are especially vulnerable in SUD situations, especially if there are addiction issues at home. Many

residents highlighted youth SUD measures as a top priority. Cannabis/THC use was indicated as the
largest risk, but many participants also mentioned other substance use among teens. It should be noted
that no youth were participants in these interviews and focus groups. As such, to obtain a more accurate
understanding of the scope of youth SUD issues in Barry County, further data should be collected.

“Yes, and cannabis use is a huge problem with our youth in this county. Huge.”
- Professional

“Unfortunately, it's spread throughout all the schools. Kids are getting caught
with dab pens all the time. They're gallon size Ziplock bags full from just a week
at the high school or the middle school. It's just way too accessible to the kids.”
Public Safety

“Yeah, unfortunately the kids we get are past prevention stages.” - Professional

“We kind of screen for the bigger picture, because a lot of the times, at

least kids that | have worked with, they say, "I don't want to use, but | was so
stressed." They use it as a crutch, almost, and so if their family has kind of
normalized, "Okay, yeah, we're smoking before we go to bed to help us sleep," or,
"It helps manage my anxiety, it helps me focus" - Professional

“l mean, they probably know this, but most of our kids have some sort of
substance issue that we need to help. The majority of our kids.” - Professional

“A lot of the substance abuse is related to self-medication or trauma that these
kids have experienced, and in the caseload of kids that | have, | struggle to find an
intensive, like a trauma therapist or something like that, to kind of ... Yeah, you
can participate in the group, you can write the answers and do whatever you're
going to do, but that individual will work with you kind of, again, getting to,
"Why are you using substances, what happened to you?" Because at least the
majority of the juveniles that | have worked with that have kind of fallen on that
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have had some pretty significant trauma or some pretty huge losses, and they
just haven't really addressed what had happened to them.” - Professional

“l do think that those kids that have reached those harder drugs, they have
absolutely started with marijuana. Any of the kids that | have personally asked,
they said, "Yeah, I first tried marijuana..." - Professional

Once more data on youth SUD use in the county has been obtained, the county can build out informed
prevention programing targeting this demographic.

Theme: Need for Community

The concept of community was identified as a particular need among Barry County assessment

participants. This concept of community takes two forms: community support for those in recovery, and
community activities to prevent usage, especially among youth. A consistent theme from the data was a
need for sober living events and sober safe spaces.

“Having more resources in town for people, because a lot of times they are stuck
in town so they're like, "Oh, | have nothing better to do, why not do drugs?" And
realistically that's just not the right thought process.” - PWLE

“Having a building, we grew up in Battle Creek, so it was a little ghetto and stuff,
but just having a building where there's a soup kitchen that was kind of self-
sufficient. People can go there to play basketball inside or whatever. People can
go there and do crafts and things, of all ages, have a meal, maybe have a place to
stay if it was necessary and things like that, but just having a little community
center type of place that's more than just, | don't know, just having somewhere
like that.” - PWLE

The need for a space to break away from old habits upon release from jail or treatment was identified
by multiple participants.

“There’s a lot of people out here who lack the support, or they come from a long
family history of people who are still using or still subjected to it. Or when they
get released from here, they have to go back to that environment because they
don't have anywhere else to go. And unfortunately, when you get pushed back
into that environment, there's only so long before you're going to relapse because
you're around it and its temptation and it's an addiction and it's difficult.” - PWLE

“We did a pro-social passport activity, which was super cool, even though people
have groaned about it a little bit at first. We were gifted some money through the
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foundation. Somebody's parent had passed away who was in recovery, and so
they gifted us with some money to do some cool things. And so the passport had
nine boxes in it, and you had to go out and try something new. And there were
choices in each box. Maybe you went fishing or played a board game, or you went
for a hike at a new park, or you went for a 30-minute walk. There were just
different options in there, and most of them didn't have a cost to them. One of
them would be go see a movie, but we had movie passes. But we were just trying
to get people out and doing things. And so | think that's important too, that
there's things available to do and replace those behaviors.” - Professional

Theme: Criminal Justice System

Within parts of the Barry County criminal justice system, we see a very positive level of support and
understanding for those individuals dealing with SUD. We can break this down into two identified assets
within the system: jail system and the court system. Barry County should utilize these strengths to
approach tackling any deficits in the county criminal justice system.

For the jail, incarcerated individuals expressed that overall, Barry County jail staff treated them as
human beings and seemed to care about their recovery and rehabilitation. Multiple inmates noted that
having someone in the jail system that seemed to care about them was motivation to believe they could
get better upon release. While jail participants demonstrated positive feelings towards jail staff, many
expressed anxieties about will happen to them once they are released. These anxieties include worrying
about housing, treatment, transportation, and staying away from negative influences. This highlights the
need for ensuring that incarcerated individuals are set up with all the post-release supports they will
need, including a continuity of care plan with a therapist they can continue working with after release.
An identified area for further examination is a better understanding of medication assisted treatment
(MAT) and medications for opioid use disorder (MOUD) programs in the jail. We suggest conducting a
short survey around MAT/MOUD of everyone in the jail to better understand the need and impact.

In the court system we noted a disparity in perceptions of how different judges deal with SUD affected
cases. Certain court staff were noted to have a great understanding of SUD and seemed to be actively
combatting bias and implementing policies that were understanding of the struggles of people with SUD
and helping to move those individuals towards health and wellness.

“Just even a judge saying, "l care about you. We're going to do what we can to
help you to move on in life and leave this behind and... get you everything that
you need that will keep you not wanting to do the drugs and stuff anymore." Just
somebody showing they care is a big deal.” - PWLE
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“And | know that the judges out here are really good people. They try, they're
fair. They really try to help. They're not trying to set anybody back or cause that
issue.” - PWLE

“The caring judge. That's a big thing. | had to put that in... He's firm, but he really
has a caring heart. | believe he lets God lead him into what's needed for people to
help them to help themselves. That makes a difference.” - PWLE

“He won't kick you out. He won't give up on you even if you've had three, or four,
or five different mess-ups. Even when the staff, because | was in the courthouse
and seeing the staff saying, "We're done with him." We don't want to deal with
him no more," and he's going, "Wait a minute, we're not. This program is meant
to not give up." - PWLE

To expand on this, Barry County should work to ensure that all the court programs have the same access
to SUD information and are positioned to assist people equally.

Theme: Timeliness/Centralized Response Resource

A reoccurring theme in the data was the need for a centralized response resource and timelier referral

to services and assistance. Professional participants expressed frustration with barriers to PWLE being
able to access immediate services. Crisis call centers, frequently serving as the initial point of contact for
crisis services, offer 24/7 support through diverse channels such as suicide hotlines, warm lines, text
messaging, and chat. These centralized hubs facilitate information coordination and response
coordination, including dispatching mobile crisis teams, making outpatient appointments, and arranging
bed placement. Notably, some systems integrate crisis line clinicians into 911 communications centers,
enabling the diversion of behavioral health calls to the crisis line rather than involving police response
(Balfour, 2022).

“There’s an issue. And if it's here and they're in that moment saying, "l want to
get help right now," and there's nowhere to go until tomorrow, that's 24 hours of
[the] same cycle” — Public Safety

“l would like somebody that comes in maybe once, if not twice a week, but at
least once a week, but have a number that they can be there on call if somebody
needs it, somebody to call. | think that needs to be readily available because
when people are ready to change, they're not people that wait, they're impatient.
So I think there needs to be somebody here with immediate resources to get
people the help they need.” — Public Safety

Participants noted the need for faster response and access to services a major need in the county.
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“The window of opportunity is like within 24 hours, and Community Mental
Health, | think they do the best they can with what they have, but they can't get
people in. | mean, I've had people wait two, three weeks before they could get in.
And if the court wasn't supporting them and holding them accountable, | think
you'd lose them.” - Professional

“That’s just it, and research has shown that there's a window when someone is
ready for help. There's a very narrow window to hit, and if the services or those
supports aren't available, then you've lost them.” - Professional

Theme: Stigma & Acceptance

Stigma is social phenomenon where a person or group is devalued based on “a mark of shame, disgrace,

or disapproval that results in an individual being rejected, discriminated against, and excluded from
participating in a number of different areas of society” (World Health Organization, 2001). Stigma
contains three main components: lack of knowledge (ignorance/misinformation), attitudes (prejudice),
and behavior (discrimination) (Thornicroft G, 2007).

Research has identified three interacting types of stigma: structural, public, and internalized stigma.
Structural or institutional stigma, “exists at the systems or macro level and is enacted through rules,
policies, and practices that constrain the opportunities and resources of the stigmatized group.” Public
stigma refers to “stereotypes and negative attitudes that result in prejudice and discrimination.”
Internalized or self-stigma refers to negative thoughts and feelings that arise from identification with a
stigmatized group or activity and has negative impacts on mental health and wellbeing as well as
behavior (Corrigan PW, 2009).

Stigma against people that struggle with SUD has been shown to be a major barrier to seeking or sticking
to recovery. Stigma surrounding substance has been shown to contribute to a range of negative
consequences for affected individuals, including limiting access to employment and housing, creating
greater barriers to health care, and reducing help-seeking (Krendl, 2023).

Experiencing stigma can be dehumanizing towards PWLE and prevent them from seeking or accessing
services.

“And then you get the people who say, “Well, get them out of the gene pool if
they want to kill themselves on drugs.” — General Community

“There was such a stigma about me using drugs, it just made me feel more and
more hopeless. It made me really, really, really depressed.” - PWLE

“When | first got sober, it took me a year and a half to even go to an AA meeting

because | was worried about how people might think of me or the people | might
run into or back doing the shit. So, | mean it affected me huge.” - PWLE
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“So some of my peers have been in prison for 10 years. Their whole name is
plastered over this whole town. So, for them to have a fresh start, people just
don't believe in them.” - PWLE

Stigma against persons with SUD exists even at the school age level and can pose risks to youth

recovery.

“l have had a couple conversations with kiddos on my caseload who, they have
the desire to want to kind of stay on that straight path and to stay clean, but just
one kiddo particularly, he told me, he said, "I don't want to use substances, but at
this point I'm already labeled a, quote-unquote, druggie, so why, if this is the way
that I'm perceived, what's the difference of trying to change and make something
different out of where I already sit within the high school culture?" Those
unfortunate labels that get tagged on kids, and he said it's just really hard to kind
of pull away from that.” - Professional

Addressing stigma is an important step in combatting SUD because stigma extends to those suffering
with mental health issues, which as mentioned contributes to the overall SUD burden facing the

community.

“We need to erase the stigma and talk about the fact that depression and anxiety
happens to everybody, it's not just for the low income. | have a shitty childhood,
but I have to go to the therapist for my depression because it will just hit me for
no reason. My husband was a corrections' officer for eight years, and he actually
had to leave his job because of depression and anxiety. And it's a really big thing,
and nobody talks about it.” - PWLE

Stigma against people with SUD or mental health issues aren’t the only forms of stigma the data
highlight. There is also stigma or distrust around SUD services regarding potential law enforcement

involvement.

“The only worry with the needle exchange is are the cops going to be sitting
around the corner for you, because they were even around the corner from the
overdose awareness concert the whole night sitting there, which makes people
not want to go.” - PWLE

“] think that the courthouse has resources, but nobody wants to go there because
of the stigma of getting caught and getting busted. | mean, if you go do drugs,
they say, "Oh, we'll help you go to rehab," but then you got to admit that you did
drugs and then there's a judge and you're going to get charged, so that makes
that kind of hard to do it through the courthouse, even though they want you
sober.” - PWLE
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Community Planning

From the data presented in this report, we have identified potential actions or steps that can be taken to
support the residents of Barry County. The actions and steps we have chosen to highlight are: housing,
transportation, and supportive services such as SSPs. The resources we have chosen to include with
these recommendations are suggested places to begin and are not exhaustive lists of available
resources.

Recommendations for Community Action

Based on the findings from data collection and evidence-based practice research, this report
recommends that Barry County adopt a tiered approach to combatting OUD/SUD issues within the
county. The themes and needs identified as Tier 1 represent the county's primary needs and should be
prioritized for implementation. These are immediate actionable recommendations informed by best-
practices. Tier 2 recommendations are around supports that are either more systemic in nature or
require more exploration/data.

TIER 1 Recommendations

Recommendation: Reduce Stigma Through Education and Organizational Training
Stigma is one of the significant barriers that keep people from seeking and accepting treatment for SUD
and can also prevent communities from seeking evidence-based solutions. Small changes at the
community level can reduce people’s experience with stigma, as it was identified as occurring across
settings. In Barry County we noted two major focal points of stigma: general stigma around people with
SUD, as well as stigma around harm reduction programs such as SSPs. Addressing stigma must be the
first step in any SUD campaign because stigma is either implicitly or explicitly a consideration in all SUD
policies. Luckily, interviews and focus groups imply that Barry County is at a good starting point for
stigma.
e Identify and implement one of many available community anti-stigma campaigns that align with
community readiness and goals to address the stigma associated with harm reduction.
e Identify and implement organizational training that educates staff at all levels to understand the
physiology of addiction, related evidence-based practice, and the basic principles of harm
reduction across systems.

Recommendation: Increase the Number of Supportive Transitional Housing Services in Barry County to
Increase Access
Transitional housing is associated with decreased substance use, reduced likelihood of return to use,
and other positive outcomes (Rural Health Information Hub, 2024).
e Expand residential treatment and recovery housing options available in the county.
o As noted above in the report, there is wide acceptance in the community survey for
recovery housing within Barry County.
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o Explore municipalities within the county that would be a best fit, or have the greatest
need for, recovery housing within the community.
Encourage the use of transitional housing language instead of recovery housing to potentially
increase support and adoption at the leadership levels.
Explore transitional housing opportunities for those individuals with prior felony convictions to
increase equitable housing opportunities.

Recommendation: Increase Access to Mental Health Providers and Resources for Individuals with SUD

Lack of access to mental health and SUD services is intrinsically tied to transportation barriers and lack

of awareness of resources.

Identify and amplify existing transportation resources that can be utilized for mental health and
SUD treatment.

Asset mapping can be used to identify available resources and create a resource guide for
community member use and used in recommended referral training for organizations.

These strategies could be leveraged to build better inter-organizational relationships and
increase collaboration.

Increase outreach efforts of health insurance navigators to increase health insurance coverage
in the county.

Recommendation: Increase the Availability of Transportation Options and Explore Options for

Improving Access to Substance Use Treatment Within the County

Solving rural transportation barriers requires a willingness to collaborate and embrace innovative

solutions.

Many people identified necessary recovery resources available outside of Barry County, but
people report having to travel outside of the county to access them. This is especially poignant
for at-risk populations without adequate access to a reliable vehicle or comprehensive public
transit. Transportation issues have been documented to pose significant barriers to accessing
OUD treatment, and recent research has highlighted the experiential components involved with
travel to opioid treatment programs where conventional travel time estimates underrepresent
the actual “feels like” travel burden that people experience (Kim et al., 2024).
Reduce transportation as a barrier to accessing treatment locations by increasing the availability
of transportation options and exploring options for improving access to substance use
treatment within the county.
Create a system to coordinate transportation needs for SUD individuals.
Additional resources to explore:

o Successful Strategies for Addressing the Opioid Epidemic in Rural Communities:

Transportation (Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2022)
o 217 Recovery Rides (217 Recovery, 2024)
Rural Transportation Toolkit (Rural Health Information Hub, 2024)

Recommendation: Examine Harm Reduction Policies Around Syringe Service Programs
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During data collection, residents voiced overwhelming support for exploring and implementing SSPs
throughout the county.
e Begin examining policies regarding SSPs and work with the Red Project to develop a plan to
bring those services to the areas of Barry County most in need.
e Increase awareness of evidence-based research and education surrounding the benefits around
SSPs to reduce SUD burden.
e By starting harm reduction programs in the area, the network of connections to recovery would
increase. SAMHSA has further information on what harm reduction is and why it’s important, as

well information for starting harm reduction programs in the area.

Recommendation: Examine Options for a Centralized Response Resource/Hotline

Perceived fragmentation among providers or services within the county could potentially be a challenge
for both PWLE looking for immediate help, as well as for those professionals (especially public safety and
first responders) looking to assist. To address this, establishing a centralized mechanism for identifying
available capacity across the entire SUD service continuum would be highly beneficial.

e Explore the feasibility of implementing or strengthening a local 24/7 call center for mental
health and substance use support to assist community members in obtaining immediate/timely
help.

e Other counties in Michigan, such as Washtenaw, have had success in utilizing a 24/7 hotline
resource.

TIER 2 Recommendations

Recommendation: Sober Living Events and Spaces

A need for alcohol and drug free events and spaces was identified from focus groups and interviews.
Individuals living with SUD require multiple supports to reduce use and mitigate harms on their recovery
journey. Recovery Community Centers (RCCs) are dedicated spaces that focus on a holistic approach to
recovery, encompassing individual, community, and cultural resources (Owens, 2023).

e Explore the creation or adoption of RCCs in Barry County that provide substance free
community spaces with resources for recovery classes/circles/resources, food & meals, and
opportunities for connectedness and self-growth.

e Attempt to strategically place RCCs in spaces to mitigate issues of transportation for those in
recovery.

Recommendation: Conduct Community Assessment Around MAT/MOUD Including Jail

During data collection we heard several positive attitudes towards MAT/MOUD use in Barry County. This
should be explored further to fully gauge community support and find ways to increase acceptance of
MAT/MOUD if needed.

e Conduct a thorough community assessment focused on MAT/MOUD understanding and
acceptance, including those staff and incarcerated individuals within the jail.
e This assessment should occur in multiple parts:
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o A quantitative assessment of providers locations where can access MAT/MOUD, how
many people are utilizing services, and how long the wait time is.

o A qualitative assessment to understand acceptance and understanding of MAT/MOUD
in the community. Particular attention should be paid to staff and inmates in the
criminal justice system.

o An assessment of PWLE that are receiving MAT/MOUD services to understand their
experience around wait times and barriers to access. For those PWLE that are not
receiving MAT/MOUD, what are the barriers that prevent them from accessing services?

Recommendation: Address Youth SUD Needs

During data collection we heard from many stakeholders about the concern for youth substance use.
However, no youth were included in this round of qualitative data collection.
e Strengthen the partnership with middle and high schools to ensure that quantitative data are
gathered regarding youth substance use. Working with the schools will ensure the Barry County
Opioid Task Force is able to support either school involvement in MIPHY, a state youth survey
that includes questions on substance use, or the development of a local youth SUD survey.
e Gather qualitative data through focus groups and interviews with Barry County Youth to hear
from their experience about youth substance use.
e Utilize both quantitative and qualitative youth data to build out targeted youth prevention
strategies.

Recommendation: Address Issues of Equity in Mental Health and SUD Supports in the County
Lack of access to mental health services and SUD services that include mental health support is
intrinsically tied to substance use disorder. A noted need for greater access to mental health supports
was a common theme among participants.
e Identify and amplify existing transportation resources that can be utilized for mental health and
SUD treatment.
e Asset mapping can be used to identify available resources and create a resource guide for
community member use and used in recommended referral training for organizations.
e These strategies could be leveraged to build better inter-organizational relationships and
increase collaboration.
e Increase outreach efforts of health insurance navigators to increase health insurance coverage
in the county.

Community Assessment Planning

The community assessment process is never completed. We always recommend looking back at what
was done and what information was not acquired. It is also essential to note questions raised in the
current assessment that should be explored in future community assessment processes and to assess
progress in the identified measurable goals. Monitoring and evaluation will be essential to understand
the impact of the work taking place and identify additional gaps and needs that may be present. To
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ensure the strategic plan remains accurate and reflective of the current landscape, the plan should be
updated every three years, with additional community assessments taking place every second year to
align with the development of the new strategic plans.

“But yeah, just public transportation or more low-income housing so people don't
get stuck in most situations where you're... I've been stuck in situations where |
can't afford to not live with addicts. If you just don't have the funds to get
housing, you can get stuck in abusive relationships, or if you're trying to get sober
and everybody around you is doing a highly addictive drug, it doesn't foster
independence and health.” - PWLE

Recommendations Based on Missing Populations

In this process, we heard from people who were the most accessible. We spoke with relatively few
individuals that identified as persons of color, Spanish speakers, or members of the LGBTQIA+
community. The focus of future community assessment processes should ensure that the voices of

diverse populations are heard.
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