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WeliLink Statement: Cuyahoga County Budget Hearing

Madame Chair Meredith Turner and members of the Finance Committee, thank you for

the opportunity to speak today.

I’m Jodi Mitchell, Senior Director of Policy at WellLink, formerly known as The Center for

Health Affairs, and | lead the Northeast Ohio Opioid Consortium.

We share your concern about the difficult budget choices before you. Reductions in
funding for critical social services and health programs will have a deep impact on the

well-being of our community.

We understand these are challenging fiscal times. Even so, WellLink remains committed
to serving as a convener and innovator, building shared services and strengthening
collaboration. The goal of the Opioid Consortium is to unite efforts to address substance

use disorder and reduce the stigma that continues to surround it.

The Consortium brings together hospitals, community organizations, public health

agencies, and recovery partners across the region. Together, we:

e Share and implement evidence-based practices;
e Promote policy change;
e Support treatment and recovery; and

e Enhance prevention efforts.

This collaboration was built over years of work by community leaders who were

determined to reduce the devastating effects of the opioid crisis in Northeast Ohio.

The Opioid Consortium is a subgrantee of the Cuyahoga County Board of Health’s
Opioid Data to Action (OD2A: LOCAL) grant from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC). This partnership uses data to tailor prevention strategies, ensures
culturally relevant interventions, and strengthens local overdose response through

multisector collaboration.
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As part of this effort, the Consortium hosts bi-monthly education series, community
convenings, and publishes a monthly Consortium Chronicle newsletter with updates,
resources, and training opportunities for those working on the front lines of prevention

and recovery.

We also align closely with the U.S. Attorney’s Heroin and Opioid Action Plan, supporting
committee work that unites law enforcement, prevention, treatment, research, and

community organizations under a collective impact model.

While we have seen a decrease in the number overdose deaths, we have seen an
increase in emergency room visits with suspected drug overdoses and we have seen
increases in the number of naloxone doses administered by emergency medical services
(EMS) and distribution of Project DAWN kits. Of increased concern is the rise in cocaine
and the multiple dangerous substances included in the drug supply. For the first time
since 2015, cocaine has surpassed opioids as a leading cause of drug-related deaths in
Cuyahoga County. These trends may indicate a return to substance use trends seen

prior to the opioid epidemic.

There is no shortage of passion or commitment in this fight. What’s needed now is a
unified agenda and a more coordinated approach, especially as funding tightens,
making every dollar, every partnership, and every effort count. Additionally, WellLink is
working to convene behavioral health providers given the current funding constraints
that will continue to require increased collaboration to ensure the stability of the

behavioral health system.

We look forward to continuing our work with the Cuyahoga County Office of Public
Safety and the OneOhio Foundation to support shared strategies that strengthen

recovery and resilience across our communities.

Thank you for your time and for your commitment to advancing the health and well-

being of Cuyahoga County.



