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THE HIDDEN CRISIS- LACK OF TREATMENT IN
PRISONS FOR WITHDRAWAL AND DETOX

By: Martin J. Rothschild, J.D.
The typical plight of an incarcerated
substance abuser going through with-
drawal and in need of detox is a
nightmare. Most are initially placed in |
a general booking cell ganged togeth-
er with several other inmates, includ-
ing violent ones. All that is provided
are bunk beds and a communal toilet. Generally, no medications
are administered, no medical intervention is provided, and the per-
son is left to suffer through the terrors of withdrawal with no help
and is never offered detox treatment.
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The body goes through shock during withdrawal. The symptoms
can cause a variety of serious physical health problems, ranging
from flu-like illness to severe sei-
zure activity." Withdrawal periods
vary with different substances and

range from about 5 days for mari- Many Prison Inmates Have a Drug Use Disorder...
juana and up to 4 or 5 weeks for @ oty

benzodiazepines.? “
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The most dangerous withdrawal symptoms include tremors, ele-
vated blood pressure, heart attack and stroke with alcohol; sei-
zures, shortness of breath and disorientation with benzos; lack of
movement, hypersomnia, with stimulants; fever, excessive vomit-
ing with opioids; loss of appetite, and anxiety with cannabis.’
Death can result from alcohol, benzo, stimulant or opioid withdraw-
al if not medically monitored, yet inmates are typically left to with-
draw in their cells without any medical oversight or intervention
whatsoever.* A study found that 55% of jail security personnel
agreed with the statement that “people who overdose on heroin
get what they deserve.’

Why prison is not the
place for addicts.
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LITIGATION TO COMPEL TREATMENT

Opioid Use Disorder, referred to as OUD, has been
recognized as a disability under the Americans with
Disabilities Act. (ADA). Medicated Assisted Treat-
ment (MAT) with drugs such as methadone and sub-
oxone is widely regarded as the most effective way
tot to treat withdrawal, but prison systems have failed
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to offer it. The ACLU has commenced a class action -."9!_
lawsuit alleging that prisoners suffering from OUD are =

discriminated against based on a legal disability when
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they are refused access to MAT. The suit alleges that such prisoners are exposed to the
grave danger of relapsing and overdosing when they get out. The case, filed as Kortlever et
al. v. Whatcom County on June 18,2018, is currently pending in the United States District
Court For The Western District of Washington and will likely have significant implications for
prisons across the country with respect to treatment of inmates suffering from drug withdraw-
al.’

Several other lawsuits have been filed at the state level con-
= cerning deaths from the failure of prisons to treat inmate with-
drawal symptoms. In a jail outside of Phoenix, a heroin addict
. | died after three days of suffering intense symptoms without
N\ treatment. A lawsuit was filed against the county and the jail's
- health provider.®® Mother Jones magazine found 20 lawsuits
filed between 2014 and 2016 alleging that an inmate died from
~ opiate withdrawal complications, but the magazine empha-
sized that there are likely several more such cases.® Outside
of prisons, death from opiate withdrawal is not common, because the most dangerous symp-
tom, dehydration, is easily treated. The failure of prisons to administer IV fluids has been the
primary cause of death for inmates experiencing opiate withdrawal.®

PRISON REHAB PROGRAMS
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While withdrawal is generally not treated in prisons, there are rehab programs offered in
some facilities. Overall, rehab in state prisons has had a discouragingly low success rate.
Substance abusers have among the highest recidivism rates of all prisoners. Part of the
problem stems from the fact that county prisons, where long term inmates start out, do not
offer treatment or programs. It can take years before access to programs in state facilities is
provided.” The most extensive programs are offered in the Federal system. Nonetheless,
many addicted Inmates do not meet the strict criteria to be admitted and are never treated.® If
adequate withdrawal and detox treatment is not mandated for inmates experiencing the
symptoms of overdose and addiction, relapse rates and overdose deaths will continue to in-
crease in State and Federal prisons.
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