
Narrowing the Scope: Vermont Senate Panel
Reviews Safe Drug Consumption Site Bill

Vermont Senate Panel Mulls Overdose Prevention Center Legislation Amidst Ongoing Opioid Crisis

In a bid to tackle the relentless epidemic of drug-related deaths, a Vermont Senate panel engaged in intense
deliberations this week regarding proposed alterations to a House-passed bill. The bill, in its current form,
seeks to establish and fund two overdose prevention centers (OPCs) in the state. These centers would provide
a medically supervised environment for individuals to use currently prohibited substances, forming part of a
pilot program aimed at curbing the escalating crisis.

Proposed Adjustments and Stakeholder Input

The Senate Health and Welfare Committee is set to vote on an amendment next week, aiming to refine
the bill by narrowing the pilot program to a single site in Burlington.
The amendment, influenced by various stakeholders including Burlington’s mayor and fire department,
also proposes cutting state grant funding to $1.1 million for the single-site program, down from the
initial $2 million.
Additional provisions in the amendment include mandatory drug-testing services and the requirement
for on-site professionals with specific medical training.
Despite these changes, the amendment retains $300,000 for studying the impact of the pilot project,
sourced from the state’s opioid abatement special fund.

Challenges and Discussions

Lawmakers engaged in a comprehensive debate, touching on various aspects including the potential
smoking of opioids at facilities, municipal approval requirements, and concerns about state liability.
While some lawmakers expressed reservations about certain aspects of the bill, others highlighted the
urgent need for harm reduction strategies amidst Vermont’s opioid crisis.
The discussion also encompassed concerns about the lack of language allowing for the potential
expansion of OPCs in the future.

Future Prospects and Advocacy

If passed into law, Vermont would join Rhode Island and Minnesota in authorizing overdose
prevention facilities, aiming to connect individuals with treatment and support services.
Advocacy groups, including the Drug Policy Alliance and the National Harm Reduction Coalition,
have voiced support for OPCs, citing evidence of their effectiveness in reducing harm associated with
drug use.
However, some state officials, including Mark Levine, commissioner of the Vermont Department of
Health, have expressed skepticism about OPCs’ suitability for Vermont, citing infrastructure and legal
concerns.



Federal Perspective and Broader Policy Review

The federal government’s stance on overdose prevention centers remains uncertain, with ongoing legal
battles such as the case in Philadelphia.
Nevertheless, voices within the federal administration, including NIDA Director Nora Volkow and
White House drug czar Rahul Gupta, have hinted at a broader review of drug policy harm reduction
proposals, potentially including supervised consumption sites and even decriminalization.

As Vermont legislators navigate these complexities, the ultimate goal remains clear: to address the
devastating impact of the opioid crisis while exploring innovative and evidence-based solutions to save lives
and promote public health and safety.
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