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Today’s Agenda

● The opioid and overdose crisis: the 

basics

● The Ten Essential Elements of 

Opioid Courts

● Challenges and lessons learned

● Overdose prevention

● Sample tribal strategy

● Funding opportunities

● Q&A 



Center for 

Court Innovation

The Center for Court Innovation 

works to achieve justice and equity; 

create safe, healthy, and thriving 

communities; and ultimately 

transform justice systems.

We do this in 3 ways:

• Operating programs

• Research & Policy 

• Technical assistance 



Center for Court Innovation's Tribal Justice Exchange

● Provides training and technical assistance to American Indian and Alaska Native 

tribes seeking to develop or enhance their justice systems

● Helps tribes develop problem-solving justice initiatives, encourage collaboration 

between tribal and state justice systems, and highlights innovative tribal justice 

practices from across the country

A website to enhance the ability of tribal 

justice practitioners to learn from each 

other.



Opioids: The Basics

• Class of drug primarily used to treat pain

• Opioids include: opiates like opium, morphine, 

heroin, codeine + synthetic opiates like fentanyl, 

oxycodone, Percocet, Vicodin

• Effects: 

• Analgesic (pain relief)

• Secondary effects: euphoria, relaxation

• Side effects: 

• Respiratory depression

• Nausea and vomiting

• Constipation



SOURCE: https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/epidemic/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/epidemic/index.html




Substance Use Disorder in the Criminal Justice System

● Rates of substance use disorders among justice-involved individuals are 

significantly higher than the general population. 

○ 63% of individuals who are incarcerated in local jails have reported issues 

with substance use, and 58% of individuals in state-run criminal justice 

facilities have substance use disorders (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2017). 

○ 19.5% of individuals with a prescription opioid use disorder and 42.5%  of 

those who used heroin reported contact with the criminal justice system 

in 2016 (Winkelman, T, 2018).



Substance Use Disorder in the Criminal Legal System



Treatment Courts and the Opioid Crisis

● Downstream (high-risk/high-need) 

● Upstream (overdose prevention) 

● Well-positioned 

● Well-resourced 

● …BUT no guarantees



The Buffalo Opioid 

Intervention Court



The Buffalo Opioid Intervention Court

● In 2017, the Buffalo Opioid Intervention 

Court in Buffalo, New York, was 

launched to support immediate, 

targeted, and intensive treatment 

and court supervision for individuals 

at risk of overdose

● Rapid access to medications for opioid 

use disorder (MOUD)

● Supporting stabilization through 

intensive court supervision, and peer 

support



Buffalo OIC Outcomes

The NPC study found that compared to opioid-involved 

defendants who did not enter the program:

• Participants were one-third as likely to die in the six 

months after their jail booking and entry into OIC, and 

half as likely to die within one year

• Individuals who received MOUD within 14 days of 

their jail booking were less likely to die in the 

following year than those who received MOUD 

sometime later

• Participants had lower rates of recidivism 

• For every taxpayer dollar invested in the OIC program 

there is a return of $5 after just 1 year, saving over 

$300,000 in costs to society per participant

SOURCE: https://npcresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/OIC-NY-Main-Report-June-2021-FINAL.pdf



To a National 

Model…



The Ten Essential Elements of Opioid Courts

1. Broad legal eligibility

2. Immediate screen for overdose 
risk

3. Informed consent after 
consultation with defense counsel

4. Suspension of prosecution or 
expedited plea during treatment

5. Rapid clinical assessment and 
treatment engagement

6. Recovery support services

7. Frequent judicial supervision 
and compliance monitoring

8. Intensive case management

9. Program completion and 
continuing care

10.Performance evaluation and 
program improvement



https://npcresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/OIC-NY-Final-Report-Full-Appendix-Revised-April-2021-FINAL.pdf

https://npcresearch.com/wp-content/uploads/OIC-NY-Final-Report-Full-Appendix-Revised-April-2021-FINAL.pdf


Technical Assistance 

Initiatives



Opioid Court Technical Assistance Initiatives in New York State

● Project Opioid Court REACH: National Institute of Health 

● Opioid Expansion in New York State: Bureau of Justice 

Assistance

● Teleservices; Interactive Journaling, MRT-O: COSSAP



Project Court REACH: Rigorous and Evidence-

based Approaches for Court-based Health 

Promotion
• Implementation science research project

• Funded by the National Institute on Drug 

Abuse (NIDA)

• Research + training and technical 

assistance

• 10 opioid courts in New York

• Goal: Improve access to treatment and 

recovery supports for participants, and 

enhance opioid court operations

https://projectreach.nyspi.org/



Opioid Care Cascade

Screening &
Identification of

OD risk/OUD

Referral &
Linkage

Initiation and
engagement in

care

MOUD Initiation MOUD Retention Remission

1
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ESSENTIAL
ELEMENTS

7 10

8 95 6

Linkage Problems Retention Problems



Screening 
Tool for 
Risk of 

Overdose



Common Themes

• Identification and referral

• Education on opioid use and medications

• Voluntary nature of the program

• Program completion



COSSAP 2018

Scope of original project:

Enhance communication through 

technology between 3 courts, treatment 

agencies and MOUD providers

Provide courts with technology



COSSAP 2019

Scope of original project:

● Moral Reconation Therapy – Opioid 

and Interactive Journaling

● Additional training and fidelity check-

ins

● Pilot with Farnham Family Services

● Research component with X Lab and 

the Lerner Center at Syracuse 

University

● Addition: Recovery Capital Index



Overdose Prevention 

Strategies



What is an opioid overdose?

● Overdose risk is a factor of the 

amount and potency consumed

● Opioids affect the part of the brain 

that regulates breathing, an overdose 

can result in the slowing or stopping 

of breathing (respiratory depression)

Source: https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/deaths/index.html



Overdose Prevention Strategies: General Guidance

● Prevention: social drivers--trauma, housing instability, mental health, 

unemployment, isolation, etc.

● Raise awareness: supply contaminants, polysubstance use risks

● Reduce stigma and improve access to medications for opioid use disorder 

(MOUD)

● Include culturally tailored traditional practices, spirituality, and religion, 

when appropriate, with proven substance use disorder treatment

● Naloxone distribution and education

● Fentanyl test strips, syringe service programs (harm reduction)

● Reduce barriers between “us and them” ; therapeutic alliance

Source and for more information: https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/overdose-death-disparities/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/vitalsigns/overdose-death-disparities/index.html


Overview of Sample 

Tribal Strategy



Healing to Wellness Court Tribal Key Components

● Individual and Community Healing Focus

● Referral Points and Legal Process

● Screening and Eligibility

● Treatment and Rehabilitation

● Intensive Supervision

● Incentives and Sanctions

● Judicial Interaction

● Monitoring and Evaluation

● Continuing Interdisciplinary and Community Education

● Team Interaction

Source and for more information: http://www.wellnesscourts.org/tribal-key-components/index.cfm

http://www.wellnesscourts.org/tribal-key-components/index.cfm


Addressing opioid use

● A separate opioid intervention court may not be feasible.

● Responding to opioid use can still happen and does happen.

○ Common themes between Healing to Wellness Courts and the 10 

Essential Elements of Opioid Courts

• Screening, intensive supervision, rewards and consequences, 

monitoring and evaluation

• Consider using the commonalities and tailoring them to respond to 

opioid use in your court



Sample Tribal Strategies

● Treatment that is culturally-appropriate and includes implementation 

of MOUD.

● Community involvement

● Support groups, coaches

● Culturally-appropriate opioid prevention outreach

○ Schools, tribal behavior health services, social workers

Source and for more information: http://www.wellnesscourts.org/_Opioid.cfm

http://www.wellnesscourts.org/_Opioid.cfm


Funding 

Opportunities



Financial Resources

● Bureau of Justice Assistance's (BJA) Comprehensive Opioid, Stimulant, and 

Substance Abuse Program (COSSAP) Grant 

Program https://www.cossapresources.org/Program

● Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA)

https://www.samhsa.gov/grants

● U.S. Department of Health & 

Human Services https://www.hhs.gov/grants/index.html

https://www.cossapresources.org/Program
https://www.samhsa.gov/grants
https://www.hhs.gov/grants/index.html


Discussion

● What kinds of opioid use are you seeing?

● Are there barriers to treatment?

● Is there an opioid response being 

implemented in your court?

● What would you like to see in your tribal 

justice system to respond to opioid use?



Thank you


