
POLISHING THE BADGE 

“For veteran police 

officers, some of the 

things we learned in the 

police academy may 

no longer be valid.” 

Drugs, Overdoses,  

and Public Safety 
The Role of Law Enforcement 

The heroin epidemic has touched every corner of our 

nation. Not only are lives lost each day from opioid 

overdose, but also from other drugs including cocaine, 

synthetic drugs, and prescription medications. First 

responders carrying naloxone overdose rescue kits have 

reversed opioid overdoses countless times and have saved 

many lives. For New York State law enforcement officers, 

various laws have changed in recent years surrounding 

naloxone rescue kits, syringe exchange programs, 

expanded syringe access, the possession of trace amounts 

of controlled substances in or on certain syringes, and 

exemptions from prosecution for certain Good Samaritan 

actions. Former Police Chief Mark Spawn said, “For veteran 
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police officers, some of the things we learned in the police 

academy may no longer be valid.”  

As law and regulations have changed to embrace the 

philosophy of harm reduction (measures to reduce the 

negative impacts and risks of a particular behavior or 

activity), there is a continuing need to provide information to 

our law enforcement officers and other first responders about 

changes to legislation and regulations. It is equally important 

to discuss the merits of improving drug user health, which 

ultimately impacts our entire society. We also need to inform 

our society about the drug epidemic, overdose prevention, 

and the common misconceptions about persons who use 

drugs.  

Three videos have just been released to underscore 

important issues in public health concerning illicit drug use.  

Stigma 

Overcoming Drug User Stigma challenges the traditional 

stereotype of an injecting drug user. While many people may 

envision persons with addiction as being unemployed, 

homeless, and with criminal records, the faces of addiction 

include ALL demographics. In this video, former Police Chief 

Mark Spawn discusses the facts about persons with addiction 

– they include persons of all ages, races, and social standing. 

Spawn examines the implications of someone being labeled 

a “drug addict.” He added, “When a person with addiction 

wants help, they may not feel able to ask for it due to shame 

and embarrassment from friends, family, and employers. It is 

counterproductive and insensitive to brand persons with 

addiction.” He continued, “We also have to understand that 

when a drug user wants to quit, they probably won’t be able 

to do it the first time. When a drug user has access to sterile 

hypodermic syringes, the risk of spreading infectious diseases 

through contaminated needles and sharing is reduced. As 

first responders, there is always a heightened concern about 

getting stuck with a needle – the police officer conducting a 

pat-down search, the EMT treating an unresponsive person, 

or the booking officer at a jail searching personal effects and 

clothing. The ramifications of needle sticks reach far beyond 

the drug user. There are serious, legitimate reasons why our 

society should be concerned about keeping drug users 

healthy.” 
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When you think of a person who uses 

drugs, who do you see? Think again... 

https://youtu.be/IzXLKE3mVIM


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Did You Know 

New York State law 

authorized an Opioid 

Overdose Prevention 

Program which provides 

for training of citizens and 

first responders in how to 

reverse an opioid 

overdose.  

The program also 

provides naloxone/

Narcan which can be 

lawfully issued and 

possessed by first 

responders and citizens. 

 

Chief Spawn noted, “There are many things that we, as a society 

need to know about helping persons with addiction. This is about 

providing assistance to drug users – to empower them to stay 

healthy while they are using drugs, and to support them as they 

are trying to quit. By focusing on the health of persons who use 

drugs, we can better ensure their well-being, and the health and 

safety of their family, partners, and for first responders who 

encounter them.”  

 

Confiscation of Opioid Overdose Kits 

In response to the heroin epidemic, New York State law authorized 

several initiatives to reduce the harm associated with drug use. 

Among them is the Opioid Overdose Prevention Program. 

Established in 2006, this program has provided overdose 

prevention training and kits of naloxone to first responders and 

citizens. Many law enforcement officers have been trained and 

routinely reverse overdoses on people who otherwise would have 

died. The same law allows citizens to possess and administer 

naloxone. However, there have been recent accounts of 

overdose kits being seized from citizens by law enforcement. The 

kits include naloxone, also known as Narcan, with either syringes 

for injection, or a nasal atomizer for delivery through the victim’s 

nose. The law does not require trained responders, whether they 

are law enforcement, EMS or private citizens, to possess any proof, 

receipt or prescription for naloxone, syringes or atomizers. Some of 

the kits are distributed in labeled pouches, and some are simply in 

clear plastic bags. The reasons for confiscation of overdose kits are 

not clear, but it is important for police and others to know that the 

issuance and possession of these kits are lawful under Section 3309 

of the New York State Public Health Law. In this production, Chief 

Spawn discusses the Opioid Overdose Prevention Program. “This is 

another area of law that has changed over the years. It can be 

confusing, but it is important to know that trained responders 

under this program can lawfully possess naloxone, syringes and 

atomizers, whether as a first responder or as a citizen.” Spawn 

explained that police officers often look for documentation to 

verify ownership, training, or certification in other aspects of their 

job. He said, “But under Section 3309 of the New York State Public 

Health Law and regulations, the issuance, possession and use of 

naloxone is authorized. The law does not require a prescription, 

certificate, receipt, or other proof. So the absence of that type of 

documentation does not give us cause to confiscate the legally-

issued kits.” 
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https://youtu.be/J1SOcyEVDLA


 

 

 

 

 

 

“We have to realize 

that behind the 

layers of addiction is 

a person - a person 

who wants to quit - a 

person who is 

struggling.”  

Mark A. Spawn 

 

If officers and agencies have questions about the law, 

please consult with your municipal counsel or district 

attorney.  

 

First Responder Burnout in Overdose Reversals 

The Opioid Overdose Prevention Program has put 

lifesaving naloxone in the hands of firefighters, police 

officers, and EMS providers. While there have been 

several accounts of lives saved because of the prompt 

administration of naloxone, there have also been stories 

of some first responders who have become frustrated 

with repeatedly reversing overdoses, sometimes on the 

same people. In this video production, Chief Spawn 

talks about the importance of being nonjudgmental, 

and committed to the duty of providing first aid to 

persons in distress. He said, “We have to realize that 

behind the layers of addiction is a person - a person 

who wants to quit - a person who is struggling.” Perhaps 

there is no better example than the story of a man who 

was addicted to heroin and has since turned his life 

around. Roberto Gonzalez of Utica, New York shares his 

inspiring story of how he suffered an overdose and was 

saved by paramedics. He has been completely clean 

and sober for more than five years. Today, Roberto is 

the Assistant Coordinator for ACR Health’s Syringe 

Exchange Program in Utica, helping others who suffer 

from addiction.   
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https://youtu.be/ofG5ezDemLY


 

 

 

 

 

“We need to provide 

first aid to overdose 

victims just like we 

would stop bleeding 

for a crash victim, or 

give CPR to someone 

who is in cardiac 

arrest.” 
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Spawn said, “As a first responder, if you find yourself 

frustrated and questioning the value of first aid for persons 

suffering from an overdose, you need to talk about it. Speak 

with your supervisor, employee assistance program, or 

critical incident debriefing team. We need to provide first 

aid to overdose victims just like we would stop bleeding for 

a crash victim, or give CPR to someone who is in cardiac 

arrest.” 

If officers and agencies have questions about the law, 

please consult with your municipal counsel or district 

attorney.  

The video series, What’s Happening in Harm Reduction, was 

funded by a grant from the New York State Department of 

Health and produced by The Spawn Group. 

VIDEO: Overcoming Drug User Stigma – click here 

VIDEO: Confiscation of Opioid Overdose Kits – click here 

VIDEO: First Responder Burnout in Overdose Reversals – click 

here 

 

Videos available for free on YouTube 

and in the iTunes Store –  

Search “What’s Happening in Harm 

Reduction” 
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Follow Us! 
 

Check out our website at spawngroup.com and follow us on Twitter 

@thespawngroup to keep up on our projects and activities. 

https://youtu.be/IzXLKE3mVIM
https://youtu.be/J1SOcyEVDLA
https://youtu.be/ofG5ezDemLY
https://youtu.be/ofG5ezDemLY
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/whats-happening-in-harm-reduction/id1214635177
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/whats-happening-in-harm-reduction/id1214635177
https://itunes.apple.com/us/podcast/whats-happening-in-harm-reduction/id1214635177

