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Background

Drug overdoses remain one of the leading causes of preventable
death in the United States. Nationwide, fatal overdoses have
risen dramatically over the past decade. In 2023, Pennsylvania
recorded 4,722 overdose-related deaths across its 67 counties.
Erie County had 116 overdose deaths. Overdose deaths began
to decline in 2024, with Pennsylvania recording 3,341 deaths
due to overdoses. Erie County followed a similar trend with 66
overdose deaths reported in 2024.

In response to this ongoing crisis, the Erie County Department
of Health (ECDH) led efforts in cultivating an Overdose
Fatality Review (OFR) in Erie County. This evidence-based
practice brings together a multidisciplinary team to conduct
confidential reviews of individual overdose deaths. Each review
examines various aspects of a decedent’s life, including:

o Substance use history

e (Co-occurring medical conditions

e Major medical health events

e Social-emotional trauma and adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs)

e Encounters with law enforcement and the criminal

justice system

Substance abuse treatment history and barriers to care

By identifying missed opportunities for intervention, the OFR
develops targeted recommendations in preventing future
overdose deaths by guiding local prevention strategies.

Implementation

Partner Organizations and
Agencies

Erie County Coroner's Office
Erie County Drug & Alcohol

Lake Erie College of
Osteopathic Medicine (LECOM)

Lake Erie R.O.A.D. Crew
Erie Police Department
Mercyhurst University
Pyramid Healthcare

Erie County District Attorney's
Office

New Directions Healthcare

Community Care Behavioral
Health

EmergyCare

Erie County Office of Mental
Health/Intellectual Disabilities

Erie County Adult
Probation/Parole

Millcreek Township Police
Department

UPMC Western Behavioral
Health at Safe Harbor

Stairways Behavioral Health

The ECDH reviewed state mandates related to fatality reviews in its role as the lead agency
and created documents and materials for the OFR. To support these efforts, a public health
program coordinator position was established and filled to oversee the following

responsibilities:

Case selection

Presentation of case review information
Engagement with community stakeholders
Public health outreach and education

Analysis of trends related to overdose and substance abuse

It was also determined that, in order to facilitate a robust initiative, additional staff time
needed to be dedicated to data collection, entry, and analysis. As a result, an epidemiological
investigator was assigned the role of OFR data coordinator. This position is primarily
responsible for entering case data and recommendations into the OFR.




Overview

OFR meetings are held bimonthly and consist of 15 agencies and 35 members. In 2025, the
OFR met four times and reviewed a total of 10 overdose fatality cases. The average
attendance for each meeting consisted of 18 participants.

The first meeting occurred on June 4, 2025, from 10:00 a.m.-11:30 a.m. The meeting was
held at the ECDH and was also offered virtually via Microsoft TEAMS. Prior to conducting
the first case review, ECDH finalized the confidentiality agreement, data sharing agreement,
roles and responsibilities, processes and procedures, and other supporting documents.

It is not feasible for the OFR team to review all overdose fatalities in Erie County. Case
selection was conducted by members of the lead agency based on commonalties noted in the
coroner reports:

e OFR Facilitator: Laura Beckes, Certified Health Education Specialist
¢ OFR Coordinators: Valerie Luebke and Kelsey Fredericks
e OFR Data Coordinator: Kelsey Fredericks

Data & Findings from Case Reviews
Ten cases were reviewed between January 1, 2025 - December 31, 2025.
Demographics

* Sex: 6 females and 4 males

+ Age: Average age at time of death: 42 years (min- 29 years, max- 65 years)

* Race: White (9), Black (1), Hispanic/Latino (1)

* Housing Status: 3/10 the decedent had been unhoused at the time of death.

* However, 8/10 cases the decedent had been unhoused at some point in their life.
* 7/10 decedents had at least one child.

Cause of Death

* In 8/10 cases, Fentanyl was ruled as a factor in the cause of death.

* Other identified substances included methamphetamine, morphine, amphetamine,
bromazolam, and cocaine.

* In 9/10 cases, the decedent had a known previous drug poisoning or nonfatal
overdose.

Mental Health
* 9/10 individuals had been diagnosed with depression at least once in their lifetime.

* 6/10 decedents received a bipolar disorder diagnosis.
* 3/10 decedents had been diagnosed with a trauma/stress related disorder.



Substance Use Disorder (SUD)

All decedents had at least one record of substance use disorder treatment.

6/10 decedents had treatment within 12 months prior to the fatal overdose, but only
one was confirmed to have been receiving care at the time of death

SUD outpatient treatment was the most common treatment, followed by short-term
SUD residential care.

Physical Health

6/10 decedents had been known to be diagnosed with Hepatitis C at some point in
their life.

Recommendations

In 2025, the Erie County Overdose Fatality Review reviewed 10 cases and made 22
recommendations.

Care coordination, referral, and follow-up

Educate medical care providers on the importance of conducting drug screenings
when prescribing opiates to patients, especially those with a history of drug abuse.

Identify and implement a more efficient warm handoff model to improve referrals for
Medication-Assisted Treatment (MAT).

Improve coordination of care amongst mental health, SUD, and other agencies by
encouraging clients to authorize information sharing related to their SUD and mental
health care history and treatments

Provide education to primary care and hospital physicians to encourage referrals to a
Certified Recovery Specialist.

Information and data sharing

Identify methods to obtain access to child services records.

Provide or facilitate easier access to safe and sober living facilities in Erie County.

Access to resources and community collaboration

Encourage substance use treatment providers to utilize contingency management
system to improve client participation and outcomes.

Identify and facilitate training for hospital staff on managing frequent admission
patients.

Encourage safe storage of medications by promoting safe disposal of medications and
utilization of lock boxes.

Provide education opportunities for Certified Recovery Specialists to grow and
enhance their knowledge in the field.



e Evaluate local capacity for providing inpatient care to individuals with severe
comorbidities.

o Collaborate with domestic violence providers to facilitate cross referrals between
agencies.

e [Engage law enforcement in outreach efforts to improve community relationships.

e Increase awareness of the Law Enforcement Treatment Initiative (LETI).

Quality Improvement

The Overdose Fatality Review team has made progress on multiple initiatives since the first
review meeting. Housing records were added to the review based on participant feedback.
Goals for 2026 include:

s Expand the breadth of participation by inviting other organizations to the OFR.

o Implement Next-of-Kin (NOK) interviews into case reviews in 2026.

The Governing Committee will meet in March 2026 to review additional recommendations
and develop a strategic plan.

Barriers

e Participation

o Limited participation from key agencies has made it difficult to conduct fully
informed reviews. However, participating members remain very engaged which
has resulted in a high-quality OFR.

e Lack of resources and training for Next-of Kin (NOK) interviews

o The prominent resource for OFR trainings and materials was unavailable due to
budget restraints from May 2025 through October 2025. This created a resource
gap during the launch period of the OFR and made it difficult for ECDH to
ensure staff were appropriately equipped to conduct Next-of-Kin interviews.
Resources and training materials were reinstated in late 2025. Program
Coordinators will complete a training course in early 2026 with a goal of
conducting NOK interviews later in the year.

Dissemination Efforts

This report will be shared with participating agencies and relevant stakeholders. As the OFR
lead agency, the Erie County Department of Health would like to express gratitude for the
insights and commitment from partner agencies and team members. This work would not be
possible without their continued efforts to reduce overdose deaths in Erie County.

Note: Findings are based on a small, selected sample and may not represent Erie County overdose fatality cases
as whole. Data is used for guiding recommendations and addressing community needs.



