ADDRESSING
THE DRUG EPIDEMIC

Adair County community newspaper
tackles addiction head-on

By Robin Roenker

rural communitics, though, is the willingness
of local journalists there to consistently and
proactively provide in-depth coverage of
addiction and its aftermath.

ing this cffort has been Sharon

Like many communities across America,
Kentucky's Adair County knows the pain of
substance abuse. Parents have lost children.
Children have lost parents. Many residents
there have had their lives upended by addiction

— either firsthand, or through relationships Burton. the publisher and editor of both the
with loved ones struggling with substance use Adair County Community Voice, a weekly paper
disorders. covering the community, and The Farmers Pride,

Adair County isn’t alone in this stroggle. ‘The
issue is one that all 120 Kentucky countics ane
facing, to one degree or another. According to
a recent (verdose Fatality Report compiled by
the Kentucky Office of Drug Control Policy, 1.247
Kentuckians died of drug overdoses in 2018
down from the all-time statewide single-year
high of 1,565 drug related deaths a year earfier.

What sets Adair County apart from many

a statewide publication covering Kentucky's

industry.

"1 love my community, but my newspaper
philosophy. Id guess youd say, is to look at both
the positives and the negatives [here]” said
Burton, who launched the Community Voice in
2002 and The Farmers Pride in 1989. 71 think the
role of responsible journalism is just to be honest.
And that's what we've tried to do from day one”

ACKNOWLEDGING THE PROBLEM

While some communitics might prefer to
turn a blind eye to the substance use disorder
epidemic — for fear that acknowledging drug
use within their boundaries might lead to poor
publicity — that’s simply not Burtons style.

A dedicated. passionate journalist whose
work carned her the 2016 Al Smith Award for
public service through community journalism
by a Kentuckian — an annual honor presented
by the University of Kentucky's Institute for
Rural journalism and Community lssues
Burton knew from the start that ignoring the
drug problem in Adair County wouldn’t solve

anything. But she felt strongly that shining a light
on it just might

“When you start to write about these things,
there's always that concern that people are going
to think, ‘Oh. this is a terrible place to live? Or
that no one will want to live here or bring their
jobs here because of all the drug issues we have
going on. Burton said. “We are no worse than
any other community in Kentucky [when it
comes to substance use]l. We're just willing to
acknowledge it, and we're trying to work toward
solutions. | think that makes us a very progressive
commumity”
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Burton amd her sia-person ey
Finice sl b adidimsooe] anbdiction frankly
fraem Lhe pager's earlesd days. The newspager's
fired edditicn, parblintoed m November 2000,
fealisred o cover slory aboul kocal resident Allen
Uhwens, who shared his pourmey bo sobriety and
a tewifiound misgon Lo help olbess ballling
subslance wse disordens, (In 2009, Burlon did a
lllovee-age slory wilh Chwens, who s slll drug free
"It wees resadly @ fun alory Lo do. Hes a greal guy
and a greal success slory, Burlon said. " We were
willing in his g fooim, and be was basscally
saying, “This is whal you can have, if you slay
off drugn | think hes an inspiralion Lo many
peopie’)

In 2007, Lhe Carmandy Voice s a seties
ool shories aboul Use palhs Lo recovery Laken by

THE COST OF ADDICTION

While Lhe Cmemunity Viaces 3007 reoovery
series Ahowcased uplifling sories of hecal
cilbeens’ healing and renewal ollowing sdicton.
e evenl, n particular, thal year gutled te
enlire Adair Counly oy aod deoee hosme
Lhe message thal o ome — oo matler how young
— it frumiiane Lo Ui drag epedesrie

U (el 20 M7, a v week-obd baby, who
hasid bewn borm with Lesoes of meth in his sysiem,
diend oof il ival asphysia — meaing he was
It & pemilion which lefl him unable Lo breathe. A
| emibiarcemient rvesligalion meveabed Ural Uhe
braby s ervcat b, oo buaa by iamiongg emeth, awoke
L Fed Baires choscacll.

Birton covered Lhe case calomeely
Froaers sbart Ly limishy in Uhe Commemcanily Voice,
culminaling wilh a story aboul Lhe mesthers 2009
senbencing aller she snlered an Alford plea lo a
mmanstaghier charge As part of e newspaper’s
coverage, Burlon launched a formal open reconds
rexjuest with Lhe Kenbucky Calined for Health and
Family Services Uo irvestigale why social services
alllosseed] Uhe babry Lo remadn in U molbers cae
aller e was born with drugs in his system.

“thal whole thing kefl a ol of guestions
fior oo aied uarton, who carned a degree i
jousrnalinm from Weslern Kenlucky Univemiy
i 1972 aavid novw serves an vice president of Uhe
Kenluncky Pross Associalnn. “How do a mother
amnid balry buth come homme rom Uhe hosgalal
Leggether whien both Lested positie: for melh?

commianily membeos who had previosly bad a
sulmlance use disofder
“Uhar gl wilh Uhal se
iews — Lhal Lhere is hope
wilh sddiction.

sourees Lo be

v v, Loy shiare goend
g strugeling
t. saind Burion, who found local
i only willing bul cager Lo share
Uit prainiful eagseriences wilh drug use — seeing
il s an oppeoriunily Lo asd somenne s

“the n ivissaghe | wiknil olher
penple in Use [local journalism| indestey o
knovw i thal people are willing Lo shame Ui
elories because ey wanl Lo belp others] ahe
saiel. “Theres mabuady e wlancing aboul
whal & person wilh addiction i goang Lhrough
Uhan a person whe bas gose Ueough il — or
wiha has bad a Bamily member go through i —
Uhesnsebvea”

an

Wheres our govermmeni, who s napposes Lo be
Roinkoiingg omil Bt i chiihdven ¥

Anolher drug-refalim] Uragedy rocked Adair
Unmmnily ki Jamieary 2009, when Uhe Z-year-old
daughler of SLacey Wilson, a befoved commianity
figgures, diesd of an overdose

“Hher oty boves Uhis worman,” Burton
il “Aumd when she komi ber daughier Lo drogs, il
dhevastabid all of us”

Wilsoi shared bhe
ol loms i an August. | Clmrmnaiy
shoey Uhal kbusiched the newsgsapes s 20
seties dedicaled Lo sgolly i e Cosl ol
Adddiction” ln Uhe artiche, Wilson expressed her
deepesl regrel: iling W omally file paperwork,
wibvichy abvee ad Alledd ol Lo bave her daughler
irveduniarily sdmiled for deug alwese trealmenl.

I Kesilucky, Casey's Law, passed in 2004,
allrwn grarenis, reladives or eencks of awbsianee
[l ] peersoi Lo Lawfally istlervene and

et imwoluniary, court-ondered addsdaon
Lressberenil o Lhesin loved one. in her mow
inlerview wilh Burlon, Wilson shared bow her
daughler overdosed lnam a pall Lainled wilh
fenibaary] — just before Wilson could officially file
Unee Ciaerry's Law prelilion.

“lhe boliom hoe s she wos goang Lo gel
[legally mandated treabment | for ber daughles
and she didn'L. S0 she slartsd sharing ber story
and pusling on social media, Lelling people Uhal
ikt her bigggesst. el Burlon sd
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BREAKING THE STIGMA

While the Commuaity Voo has arcund 5,500
paying subscribers, Burlon sent the Ausgust |
“Cost of Addiclinn” edilion conlaining Wilsons
story — alng with artcles aboul Cascy's Law
ardd the: ways the drsg epidemes: is overbundening,
the childhend social service system and
erowding, jils and courts — o all resdences in
the couanty.

"W miail rmare Lhan 000 copics when
doa county-wide distribution,” Burton said. "We
thaught il was important Lo reach | Corramity
Faire| readers and non-redens Lo encourapge
dialogue aboul substance abase and recovery
arud ils impact on our communily.

Subscquent issues in the serics exammesd,
arnang ather opics, one mathers sory of fnneing
her daughter into treatment, holistic rmeovery
services avatilable al Tsainh Tiouse Treatment
Center — which operates three campises in
Kentucky — and Trton's personal experiences
atlending a Columbia Al-Anan mecting and
wisiling Lhe: Adair County Health Deparimenl’s
necdle exchanpe program.

“Ohar lncad health depariment actually has
[a] 117 pereent return on syringes, Turton said,
noting, that many participants pick up nesdles
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they fimd and return them as well.

“T wantad people L sec whal the proprum
really does. | called Lhe msrse thal nans Lhe
exchange and asoed Lo come throagh. 1 said,

T don L wanl you L Lreal me like a poarnalisL |
wank bir be ke a regular clienl wsing, the seraon”
Buerton said. “You could really see, in that story,
that this was a place where people dealing with
addiction could gt help and feed boved”

Cammunity health worker besty May was
e of the people Burlon encounlerd during her
nendle exchanpe clinic May, whn is now 14
years drug free, had proviously apenly sharod her
joumcy o sobricty in a 217 Comurarity Ve
reoovery serics article,

Whin asked whither the newspapers
covverape has helped establish a community
dfialogue about the drug problem in the coenty,
May answered uneguivocally.

Theyre hedping, chang i
|swrrnunding addiction ) she said. " The real -fife
stories thal Shanon has heen shanng show Lhal
Lheere is posilivity and bope and that rocovery is
possible. Familees see thal they donlk have Lo be
ashamed [ ask for helpd, becanse this & an issoe
that dosmt descriminate”

REMPUCKY"S CORMECTION T0 BUSAL HEALTH BSUTS

bt

I don't know of another weekly newspaper in this
country that has done as good of a job covering this
topic s the Adagr Cowraly Cormrmnity Vivice,

9

AN [, irector, (G bt fur Ao fournalive st ety s

l.ocal newspapers often avosd hokling up
an unflailerng mirror Lo Lhe community they
serve, bal Burlon and the Commumniy Veioe do
“an excedlent job of thal when it needs Lo be
done; said Al Cross, divector of TS Institute foe
Rural faurnalism and Commsnity & urﬁ."{hﬂ
1 atinalize things. Shisan Ll
d shie knovws haovw Lo fimd lmJIymnll
exmmples U ilhestrate |issues] People fike to resd
aboul people. They dont ke b read [only] abowt
policies and programs.

Nurtons dedicalion Lo covering, Adair
Counly’s drug problem has eamed stalewide

A SPRINGBOARD FOR CHANGE

While the drug epidemic has bern a major
Fscus of the Commmumadty Vioek public health
cverapr, e paper hasn'L shicd away lom
Lackling olher mayor health issises Bcing Lhe
onanby as well.

The: newspaper closely covered debale
surrounding Adair Counly’s 2014 wel-<dry wole,
for excamiple. and last Ovtinher, Commeniy Vioe
assistant cditor Anna Rockman helped raise
awareniss of a Bitle known tek-horne allergy o
resd mieset, kmowns as Alphagal syndrome, which
has bom reported in the community

Buckman, an Adair County native who
began al the paper as an inborn while stsdying
al Tindscy Wilson Collepe, sasd she's proad Lo
wiwk al a mission-driven publicalion like Lhe
Cormrurity Voo

“Sharnn abways has an approach of honesty.
She says the hard things that no one dlse is
willing o sy Buckman said Tm wery prowd o
wiwk for this paper becanse we cover the things
that need Lobe con {l and say Lhe things thal
peaple necd Lo hear

and natinnal nolice. Last Augusl, the website ol
“The Poynler Institule — & nongrodit journalism
schood and reseanch orpanization basaed in 5L
Petersburg, Florida — ran a story spollighting,
the Commmaity Veicek drug coverapr, and in
Mowvember, Trton led a journalism workshaop
nn covering, substance abuse, sponsand by the
Institite for Rurad Joumalsm and Community
sz and Ok Ridpe Associated Universitics.
“Tdon'L know ol annther weekly newspaper
in this country that has done as good ol o
job covering Lhis Lope: as e Adaér Comaty
oty Wuce, Cross said,

“The: Commemmamity Vaioes substanee abuse
ewverage has captured the attention of the
communily. luckman said resslenls often stop
her alter chierch or arcand Lown Lo Lk about
Lhings she and Burlon have wrillen. And recently,
a coalition of ama church pasiors has began o
meed Lo hrainslorm ways Lo belbor addness Lhe
probilem.

In the meantime, Burton has na plans t stop
wowvering the issue.

“Like everything we cover, Lhere has o bea
balaner] she said. "We don't wanl Ly couose reader
bumoul. With that said, we wonl be dropping
Lhe issue, because iUs oo importanl, When we
ser pond Lhings poing on in Lhe communily o

herpm_[ﬂeFLmr‘rlqu’,unm addsction, we wanl Lo
b thiere Lo support Lhnse elforts” =
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