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By The Associated Press

HORTONVILLE — A 
Wisconsin school district 
is testing a system that 
uses GPS on buses to track 
students, which officials say 
will help improve safety.

Two buses used by the 
Hortonville Area School 
District have been keeping 
data on when students get 
on and off for the past two 
months, Wisconsin Public 
Radio reported.

The buses have UniteGPS 
system tablets, which accept 
swipes from about 130 
student identification cards. 
The information is sent to a 
website that school officials 
can access in real time.

“Our parents appreciate 
the reasonable precautions 
we take to make sure that 
we not only provide a secure 
environment, but that we 
know exactly what’s going 
on in terms of their child’s 
safety,” said Scott Colanto-
nio, technology director at 
the Hortonville district.

By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

Rich and Janice White knew 
the opioid crisis affected fam-
ilies across the country, but it 
still came as a shock when their 
daughter informed them she 
had been using heroin.

It was September 2017 when 
Melanie White, a 2004 gradu-
ate of Regis High School and 
mother of five, confided in her 
parents about her drug usage.

Melanie assured her wor-
ried parents she was getting 
help and had everything under 
control.

A month later, while en-
joying a weekend getaway to 
Bayfield, the Eau Claire couple 
received a middle-of-the-night 
phone call from a police officer 
informing them Melanie was 
being treated for an opioid 
overdose.

Melanie’s five children 
stayed with their grandparents 
for about two months while 
Melanie sought treatment and 
attempted to get her life in 
order.

As far as Rich and Janice 
knew, their beloved daughter 
was on the road to recovery 
until they got the call Dec. 3 
that family members of people 
struggling with addiction dread 
most: Melanie had overdosed 
again, and this time there 
would be no recovery.

Their witty, vibrant daughter, 
a former softball and volley-
ball player at Regis, died of an 
apparent opioid overdose that 
night — becoming another 
statistic in the epidemic that 
claimed the lives of 7,505 Wis-
consinites from 2000 through 
2017.

By Eric Lindquist

Leader-Telegram staff

I
N NORTH CAROLINA’S Surry 
County, emergency crews respond-
ed to 371 drug overdose calls in 
2018.

That’s a little more than one a day 
in the county that is home to Mount 
Airy, the city where actor Andy Griffith 
grew up that is widely known as the 
inspiration for the idyllic, fictional town 
of Mayberry in the iconic 1960s sitcom 
“The Andy Griffith Show.”

Drug overdoses killed 32 people, or 
about one every 11 days, last year in 
Surry County. Those overdose deaths 
were down 42 percent from 55 in 2017 
— not because overdoses dropped but 
because first responders saved more 
people through widespread use of the 
opioid overdose reversal medication 
naloxone. Hundreds of other county 
residents bypassed 911 calls and were 
taken directly to the hospital.

“Just because we’ve reduced the 
number of overdose deaths doesn’t 
mean we’ve solved the original problem 
of why we have so many people who 
are using opioids,” said Mark Willis, 
who was hired last year as the county’s 
opioid response director. “The first 
thing I’m trying to do is plug the hole 
in the bucket, but right now we’re just 
buying more mops.”

If the U.S. opioid epidemic can reach 
Mount Airy, which the local tourism 
bureau proudly proclaims is often 
referred to as “Small-town USA,” it can 
strike anywhere. And it does.

A total of 399,230 U.S. residents 
died from opioid-related causes from 
1999 through 2017, according to the 
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention.

That’s the equivalent of the entire 
cities of New Orleans or Tampa or 
Cleveland, or 70 percent of the popu-
lation of the state of Wyoming, being 
wiped off the map. Gone in less than 
two decades.

“In terms of the overall number 
of overdose deaths, the epidemic is 
unprecedented and has wide-ranging 
negative effects not only on individuals 
but on their families and communities,” 
said Nora Volkow, director of the Na-
tional Institute on Drug Abuse.

Opioid overdoses, which kill 130 

people a day in the U.S., are a driving 
force behind the United States endur-
ing its longest sustained life expectancy 
decline since World War I. Americans 
now have a greater chance of dying 
from an accidental opioid overdose 
than from a vehicle crash, according to 
the National Safety Council.

Though much progress has been 
made in the fight against opioid addic-
tion, the number of overdose deaths 
from the drugs continues to rise — 
climbing 13 percent from 42,249 in 2016 
to 47,600 in 2017. The CDC estimates 
this ever-evolving national crisis has an 
annual economic burden to the nation 
of $78.5 billion, including the costs of 
health care, lost productivity, addiction 
treatment and criminal justice involve-
ment.

Opioids are a class of drugs that in-
cludes the illegal drug heroin, synthetic 
opioids such as fentanyl, and pain med-
ications available legally by prescrip-
tion such as oxycodone, hydrocodone, 
codeine and morphine.

Evolving epidemic
The opioid crisis originated around 

the turn of the millennium, driven 
mainly by the overprescribing and 
diverting of opioid pain medications in 
the first decade, Volkow said.

As prescriptions ran out and doc-
tors began to cut back on prescribing 
opioids, many users sparked the second 
phase of the crisis by turning to cheap-
er illicit opioids such as heroin.

In the past few years, powerful 
synthetic opioids such as fentanyl have 
started taking over the market and now 
are blamed for more overdose deaths 
than either heroin or prescription pain-
killers. Their potency makes synthetics, 
which are being substituted for heroin 
or used to lace counterfeit pain pills, 
easier to smuggle into the U.S. and more 
profitable for dealers, Volkow said.

DEADLY DOSES
Nation’s opioid crisis keeps changing — and killing 
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Mom’s overdose death devastates family

Staff photo by Dan Reiland

When 32-year-old Melanie White of Eau Claire died Dec. 3 from 
a suspected opioid overdose, she left behind a devastated family, 
including five children. Pictured with Melanie’s photo, from 
left, are her oldest son, Dylan Ruhe, 13, her father, Rich White, 
and her oldest daughter, Lily Ruhe, 10. View more photos at 
LeaderTelegramPhotos.com.

See GPS  Page 6A

Editor’s Note
This is the first of three parts in a 

series by Adams Publishing Group 
newspapers about the nation’s on-
going and evolving opioid crisis.

Today: Part 1 addresses the 
magnitude of the problem across 
the country as well as its causes 
and impacts.

April 14: Part 2 looks at treat-
ment options for people addicted 
to opioids and the availability of 
those services.

April 21: Part 3 assesses policies 
state and local governments are 
pursuing to stem the epidemic.
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