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OPINION

Analysis

Overdose Deaths Rise as Pandemic Continues
By VINCE CONTI

COURT HOUSE – New Jersey Health Com-
missioner Judith Persichilli expressed concern 
June 22 that the long battle with the COVID-19 
pandemic may be worsening, what she called, 
the overdose epidemic. Persichilli said that state 
overdose deaths were 20% higher this year than 
at a similar period in 2019.

“We do not want to see this trend continue,” 
Persichilli said, as she announced a grant program 
for local health departments to “study patterns of 
overdose in their communities.”

Persichilli said the state saw 1,339 suspected 
overdose deaths so far this year, and that con-
tributing factors in the rise may be the “social 

isolation, grief and job loss” that accompanied 
the restrictions on social interaction imposed to 
fight the novel coronavirus.  

Sen. Michael Testa (R-1st) took Persichilli’s 
remarks, as reported in the media, to be further 
evidence that “the supposed ‘shutdown for the 
common good’ has resulted in overwhelming 
negative consequences for local economies and 
the mental health of individuals.” Testa’s remarks 
signal that the rise in overdose deaths may be-
come part of the political contention surrounding 
the speed and nature of the reopening strategy.

What Happened?
Nationally, reports show that public health 

restrictions stressing social distancing and 

self-quarantine are much more than inconve-
niences to those fighting addictions. Uncertainty, 
isolation, and economic distress heighten anxiety 
and depression. For those addicted to drugs and 
alcohol, the pressures to turn to their habits for 
relief can be overwhelming.

The Recovery Centers of America reported a 
spike in individuals seeking help to avoid painful 
withdrawals during lockdown periods.

Health officials pointed out that tolerance 
changes can produce devastating results when 
individuals return to strong drugs for temporary 
relief.

New Jersey Attorney General Gurbir Grewal 
issued an administrative order that required pre-
scribers must co-prescribe naloxone to any patient 

continuously receiving opioids for chronic pain 
management. The lack of a buddy system often 
used by addicts was noted as another negative 
factor in overdose complications when no one is 
around to administer the naloxone or call for help.  

The New Jersey Health Department Opioid 
Dashboard, at www.NJCares.gov, shows that 
2020 is witnessing a growth in suspected over-
dose deaths. By the end of May 2019, the state 
experienced 1,115 overdose fatalities. The 1,339 
this year represents the 20% increase Persichilli 
noted.

Looking at the data by month supports the 
argument that pandemic restrictions are probably 
taking a toll on the mental health of those fighting 
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Roiled Waters
As Feds Ease Clean 
Water Protections, 
NJ Fights Changes

By BILL BARLOW

COURT HOUSE - New federal rules took effect 
June 22, defining what falls under the protection 
of the federal Clean Water Act.

Officials with the Trump administration de-
scribe it as a long-overdue clarification that will 
protect navigable waters while driving economic 
growth. Others describe it as a rollback.

At issue is the definition of the waters of 
the U.S., which are protected under the Clean 
Water Act and have been for decades. Sandra 

Meola, director, Coalition for the Delaware River 
Watershed, said they are sometimes referred to 
as “WOTUS.”

“The new redefinition of WOTUS does se-
verely weaken the Clean Water Act’s intention,” 
she said, in a recent interview, “so we are very 
concerned.”

Meola described the current level of water 
protection as at its lowest level in 50 years. The 
change will impact millions of miles of streams 
and more than half of America’s wetlands, she 
said.

“The rollbacks of clean water protections 
essentially give polluters a free pass,” she said.

Other environmental groups have also spo-
ken out. The organization Surfrider argues that 
President Trump’s executive order puts millions 
of acres of wetlands at risk, stating that 80% of 
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Ocean Acidification Threatens Bivalve Industry
By COLLIN HALL

COURT HOUSE - Worldwide, ocean levels are 
rising at an accelerated pace. Cape May County is 
feeling the effects of exacerbated weather events, 
as a result. 

Yet, there is another drastic change affecting the 
oceans - a decrease in the water’s pH levels. This 
is a change that industry leaders and scientists 
fear will drastically affect the county, namely its 
bivalve (aquatic invertebrates with a hinged shell) 
industry that is, as marine and coastal sustainability 
expert Dr. Daphne Munroe said, “At the heart of 
the economy in this region.” 

As carbon is released into the atmosphere, it was 
once speculated that the ocean’s tendency to ab-

sorb emissions would be a net positive, as it spared 
the Earth’s atmosphere from the worst of the 
emissions. Dr. Feely, senior scientist at National 
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), 
said, “[It’s] a huge service the oceans are doing that 
significantly reduces global temperature.”

However, scientists are coming to realize that 
the ocean’s absorption of carbon emissions comes 
at a great cost, and that the long-term effects of an 
ocean that has absorbed great amounts of carbon 
emissions mean that ecosystems will ultimately 
suffer. 

“Ocean acidification will disproportionately 
affect bivalves. The data is still coming in on this 
stuff, but we anticipate that because of the way 
that bivalves make their larval shell when they’re 

babies, floating around as zooplankton, they are 
among the most vulnerable species when it comes 
to ocean acidification,” said Munroe. 

She continued to explain that the bivalve indus-
try, on the West Coast, is feeling the adverse effects 
of ocean acidification, but that, so far, the Atlantic 
Ocean has been spared from the worst of it. 

She said that “on the West Coast, they’ve had 
big problems in their hatcheries with acidified 
water to the point where they have to buffer the 
water to successfully produce feed oysters.”

How is Shellfish Chemically Impacted? 
When bivalves are larvae, they rely on car-

bonate ions for the formation of their shells. The 
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CMCo Libraries Not Reopening Yet; Curbside Pickup Available 
By KAREN KNIGHT

COURT HOUSE - The days of visiting the 
library for hours to read, browse titles, or enjoy 
the quiet may be over, as “the new norm is to 
grab your books and go” due to health and safety 
restrictions in place because of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

Librarians in Avalon, Ocean City, and the coun-
ty library system anticipate many patrons will 
continue using curbside pickup because it’s easy, 
eliminates contact with others and seems to be 
working and acceptable under “the new norm.” 

Curbside pickup was permitted, as of June 
15, after the governor closed libraries March 21 
because of the pandemic.

As of July 2, libraries could reopen at 25% ca-
pacity, but locally, they continued with curbside 
pickup. It may take the libraries a bit longer to 
create safe and effective service plans to reopen 
their buildings to patrons and expand services.

“Ocean City won’t be opening July 2. We want 
to do at least one more week of curbside pickup,” 
said Ocean City Free Public Library Director 
Karen Mahar.  

The county library system, which has eight 

branches, will continue with curbside pickup 
only through July and may expand to allow faxing, 
copying, computer use, and scanning services 
in August, according to County Library Director 
Andrea Orsini.

“I think people will continue to use curbside 
pickup because they’ve been surprised by how 
easy it is,” Mahar added. “There’s no contact 
with crowds or others, and it’s really been work-
ing well.

“I think the new norm is going to be to grab 
your books and go,” she lamented. “It won’t be 
like the days of browsing in the quiet or reading 
in the library.”

“We want to be really careful and protect our 
staff and patrons,” Orsini said. “We’ve been 
working with other libraries across the state and 
country to see how best we can do this.”

Avalon Free Public Library Director Erin Brown 
said their library was also not going to reopen its 
building July 2 and, as of June 30, did not have a 
date scheduled for when it would.

“Many of our patrons browse the collection to 
select items, so we anticipated they would miss 
that experience,” Brown noted. “In response, 
we’ve been identifying ways to support browsing 

remotely.”
Orsini said she thinks not being able to browse 

for books is the biggest change for patrons. “Nor-
mally, our patrons would come into the building, 
browse and select their book and have it imme-
diately. Now, it’s a process,” she said.

Under the new COVID-19 rules, patrons can 
call or request online their book order or refer-
ence material, and assuming the books/infor-
mation are on the shelf, could expect to receive 
notification for pickup the same or following day. 
Pickups are scheduled, so patrons won’t have 
contact with others.

Stone Harbor Library Branch

Kim Stevenson picks up her library books, 
in Stone Harbor, via curbside pickup, which 
is contact free. Books are ordered online or 
phone, and then arrangements are made for 
pickup after the book is ready. 

Bill Barlow 

Summer clouds gather over an expanse of marsh in Ocean City. Environmental advocates say 
half of American wetlands could be vulnerable under changes to federal clean water rules 
that recently took effect. Proponents say the changes bring long-needed clarity. 


