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Overview of webinar

• Your perspective
• Between the Lines: Understanding our 

Country’s Racialized Response to the Opioid 
Overdose Epidemic

• Historical timeline of unjust and racist policies 
that brought us here today

• What have we learned?
• Opioid overdose epidemic and COVID-19
• Q&A
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Today’s Presenters

• Setting the Context
– Isha Weerasinghe, CLASP

• Looking Forward
– Dr. Kimá Taylor, Anka Consulting/ 

CLASP Mental Health Advisory 
Board
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Logistics

• Share questions and comments in the chat 
box
– We’ll come back to them at the end

• Have your phones ready for text/online polls
– We’ll also drop the poll links in the chat box

• We will send out the recording and slides
– Will include live links to report and citations
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Who is CLASP?

CLASP is a national, nonpartisan, anti-poverty 
nonprofit advancing policy solutions for people 
living in low-income households. We develop 
practical yet visionary strategies for reducing 

poverty, promoting economic opportunity, and 
advancing racial equity.
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CLASP’s Mental Health Work

Youth and Young Adult Mental Health
Maternal Mental Health

• Federal, State Policy Analysis and Advocacy
• State Technical Assistance
• State Learning Communities
• Advisory Board
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Mental Health Awareness Month

• New Resources
• Instagram Profiles
• Webinars

7

https://www.clasp.org/issues/health-and-mental-health/young-adult-behavioral-health
https://www.instagram.com/clasp_dc/
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CLASP’s mental health work

Focuses on: 
• design of systems and policies in the health system
• how race and ethnicity affect the way a person 

interacts with the health system and receives services 

Unless we figure out how to make significant upstream 
economic and social policy changes, we will continue to 
see inequities in prevention, screening, and treatment, 
resulting in greater racial disparities in opioid overdose 
and substance use disorders (SUD) overall.
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Overdose deaths due to opioids, by 
race
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Poverty rates and Drug Overdose 
Death Rates, 2016

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation. The Opioid Crisis and Economic Opportunity: 
Geographic and Economic Trends. 2018. 
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How poverty and race contribute to 
the epidemic

Racism and systemic oppression
Exclusionary policies

Access to jobs, mortgages, affordable 
housing, appropriate health care facilities
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• Are we, truly uncomfortable with the past 
system?

• We seem to keep repeating it, over and over; 
drug by drug
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• The system was built and reinforced with a 
racist frame-on purpose. To change 
inequitable outcomes, we have to change the 
systems that are producing them- not add 
small fixes. Simply adding to ineffective 
programming perpetuates the disparities
– If  the “new remedies” put in place show 

disparities; we have to rethink the “remedies” 
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• IT CANNOT JUST BE OPIOIDS
• Substance Use Disorders  have been identified as 

heath concerns for decades; they must be treated 
as such requiring society to not solely focus on 
opioids (much less just prescribing)

• We cannot afford a 2-tier response of treatment 
for some and prison for others -even if jail and 
prison offer treatment; it is not equitable and is 
harmful across financial, heath, economic and 
equity measures
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• We cannot have a standalone treatment 
conversation 

• As with other health concerns, we have to provide 
a continuum of integrated evidence informed, 
culturally effective, easily  accessible community-
based services. 

• Society must invest in new research while also 
identifying effective community-based solutions 
put in place when government and health systems 
ignored drug users
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• Many systems and policies must change, not 
just health and public health 
– Taxation
– Child Welfare
– Justice System-Adult and Juvenile
– Education etc. 

• These systems also have massive racial and 
ethnic disparities built in; partnering must 
include change in these as well
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• Using punitive laws to hide economic 
scapegoating does not lead to equitable 
health outcomes 
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What Does the Timeline Tell Us?

• Ultimately comes down to philosophy and 
financing. 

• SU is a health concern which requires health 
and social service not a justice led response

• Change will require leadership, funding, 
community engagement and development of 
resources and a proactive decision to leave 
racism behind
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Questions & Reflections
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Contact Information

Isha Weerasinghe, Senior Policy Analyst, 
iweerasinghe@clasp.org

Dr. Kimá Taylor, Principal at Anka Consulting, 
kimataylor@ankaconsultingllc.com

http://clasp.org
http://ankaconsultingllc.com

