May 10, 2023

Senator Paul Sarlo
Chair, Senate Budget and Appropriations Committee

Senator Sandra B. Cunningham
Vice-Chair, Senate Budget and Appropriations Committee

Members of the Senate Budget and Appropriations Committee

CC: Senate President Nicholas Scutari
Assembly Speaker Craig Coughlin
Governor Philip Murphy

VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL

Dear Chairman Sarlo and Members of the Senate Budget and Appropriations Committee,

We the undersigned are people who use drugs, people who used to use drugs, people in
recovery, family members, civil rights leaders, faith leaders, direct service providers, harm
reductionists, policy experts, and advocates.

Our collective work is the reason overdose deaths are declining in New Jersey. Every day, we
are reversing overdoses, connecting people to treatment and recovery options, and making sure
people who use drugs have the medical and social services they need.

Previously, we have celebrated New Jersey’s successes in expanding access to medication for
opioid use disorder, syringe services, naloxone, and recovery support to prevent overdose
deaths and support people struggling with their drug use. These are the lifesaving policies we
need to end the overdose crisis: policies that prioritize public health, harm reduction, and
healing.

Today, we are writing not in celebration but in dismay at the proposed legislation (S-
3325) to increase harsh fentanyl penalties. The increased penalties in these bills will
exacerbate the overdose crisis, do nothing to reduce drug supply or demand, and only lead to
over-policing and enforcement, which undermines the efforts of those on the front lines of
preventing overdose deaths. We urge you to vote against these misguided and deadly
proposals and instead work with us to expand a public health approach to drug use that is
proven to save lives.

Through direct service and targeted outreach, we are working every day to prevent and respond
to overdoses in our communities. Every overdose reversed is an opportunity to connect
someone to the services, care, and community that they need to not only survive but thrive.



That only works if someone feels safe calling for help. The increased penalties in S-3325 will
make our lifesaving work harder, push drug use further underground, and disincentivize
people from calling for help and connecting to care.

While well-intentioned, these bills traffic in the deadly myth that overdose deaths can be
prevented with more punishment and harsher penalties. In fact, we have a robust body of
evidence that harsher penalties increase overdose deaths and decrease people’s opportunities
to find recovery that works for them. We have together borne witness to decades of a
catastrophic drug war that targets Black and Hispanic/Latinx communities while not achieving
any of its stated goals of reducing the harms associated with drug use.

It is time for New Jersey policymakers to “just say no” to the War on Drugs and reject S-3325.
The misguided logic behind bills like S-3325 says: “If we increase drug penalties, we will get
fentanyl off the streets, and the only people harmed by these penalties be drug ‘kingpins.™

This logic is not grounded in the realities of the drug supply or global drug markets. Here is the
reality:

Increased fentanyl penalties will worsen the overdose crisis and criminalize the same
people who policymakers say deserve care and compassion.

e Substance use disorder — what many know as “addiction” — is a chronic health
condition, and returning or continuing to use is an expected part of someone’s treatment
and recovery.

e The penalties in the proposed legislation are for weights of substances so commonly
used and carried that they would worsen a dangerous net of criminalization for people
living with a substance use disorder.

e Criminalization makes it harder for people to connect to treatment and care, and
disincentivizes people from calling 9-1-1 or seeking help.

Fentanyl and other synthetic opioids are in the drug supply because of prohibition
policies like the proposed legislation, and these bills will only make the drug supply
more dangerous.

e Increased arrests and criminal penalties do not result in lower drug use or fewer sales.
Instead, they incentivize new and more potent synthetic drugs that result in more deaths.

e Crackdowns on heroin are why fentanyl is so present in the current drug supply. Now,
crackdowns on fentanyl have opened the door to newer, more potent opioid drugs like
nitazene and etizolam, endangering people who use drugs.

Increased fentanyl penalties will fuel racial injustice.

e Black residents are already 3.3 times more likely to be arrested for drug penalties than
their white peers, despite white people both using and selling criminalized drugs at
higher rates.



e Overdose deaths for Black residents increased over the past year, while they decreased
for white residents and in the state overall.

e Research shows that financial security, stable housing, and access to health care all
increase the likelihood that someone struggling with drug use will find long-term stability

and safety. Increasing criminal penalties does not address the root causes of overdose
risks.

Drug penalties are already highly enforced in New Jersey, without any gains for
residents.

e New Jersey currently has what the New York Times called “some of the toughest drug
laws in the nation,” which are already misaligned with the best practice of treating drug
use as a health issue and not a criminal one.

e Between 2010-2019, New Jersey spent nearly $11 billion on drug law policing,
prosecution, and incarceration. This has done nothing to stop the recent spike in
overdose deaths.

e In 2019, New Jersey’s investment in the drug war was 8.5 times greater than what the
state budget allocates for addiction services, and 545 times greater than state spending
on harm reduction services that are proven to connect people to care and save lives.

We have decades of evidence that the War on Drugs — and the faulty logic that underpins it —
has made our communities less safe, increased overdose deaths, and fueled racial injustice.
Families and communities across New Jersey are mourning the loss of loved ones to the
overdose crisis every day. As tempting as it may be to try to get fentanyl out of the drug supply
through increased penalties, the courageous action of true leadership will be letting the facts
guide policy and saving lives by rejecting these misguided proposals. Instead of advancing
failed War on Drugs policies, we ask that you dedicate your leadership to expanding a public
health approach to drug use.

Sincerely,

ACLU of New Jersey

Bethany Baptist Church, Newark, NJ

Black Lives Matter Paterson

Central New Jersey Democratic Socialists of America
Community in Crisis

Drug Policy Alliance

Fair Share Housing Center

Faith in New Jersey

Hackensack Meridian School of Medicine (HMSOM) Harm Reduction



Latino Action Network Foundation

Make The Road New Jersey

Middlesex Somerset Counseling and Consultation
Montclair Area Solidarity Network

Mount Zion Baptist Church, Pleasantville, NJ
NAACP New Jersey State Conference

National Association of Social Workers - NJ
National Center for Advocacy and Recovery, Inc (NCAAR)
National Harm Reduction Coalition

New Jersey Addiction Professionals Association
New Jersey Alliance for Immigrant Justice

New Jersey Coalition for Addiction Recovery Support (NJ-CARS)
New Jersey Harm Reduction Coalition (NJHRC)
New Jersey Organizing Project

New Jersey Policy Perspective

Newark Community Street Team

NJ Prison Justice Watch

NJ Public Health Association

Noble Advocacy Alliance

Nolan Center for Behavioral Health

Northern NJ MAT Center of Excellence
Pennsylvania Harm Reduction Network

Ruby’s Vision, Inc.

Salvation and Social Justice

Sea Change RCO

South Jersey AIDS Alliance

WESPAC Foundation, Inc.

Wind of the Spirit

Woodbridge Addiction Services

Individuals

Aaron Bierstein



Adam McGovern
Adrienne Washington
Alexa Danback
Alexis Padilla

Alissa K. Sandler
Alma Morris

Ami Kachalia

Amos Caley

Amy Torres

Andora Hightower
Andrea Thompson, LCSW
Anneliese Scherfen
Annie Benjamin
Becky Cocito
Bethany Davison
Bonnie Nolan, PhD
Bre Azafiedo
Brendan Coughenour
Carol Parker

Carol Suboleski
Casey Stefanski
Charlene Walker
Chloe Stoia

Chris Powers
Christina Zack
Christopher Freeman
Cindy Liebman
Claudia Bognar Sanders
Clement Chen
Clodette Sabatelle

Cori Falco



Cyd Dunlap

Danielle Hudes

Davdi Martinak

David Burd

David Ciano

David Martinak
Deanna Norcross
Deborah Saccomanno
Debra Schlossberg
Densie Crowe

Diane Jackson
Dominique-Faith Worthington
Don Bornheimer
Donna L Ellison, BSW
Dr. D. E. Cassidy

Dr. David Eddie

Dr. Mary Kelly

Dr. Steven Manicastri
E Ruebman

Eagan Dean

Eddie J. Mann

Eileen Isaacson
Eileen P.Kaplan
Elizabeth Burke Beaty
Emilie Mankopf
Emma Alai

Emma Mammano
Erica Boland

Eva Mancini

Gabriel Traylor

Georgett Watson



Gina Andrade

Gina DeQuattro

Grant Victor
Guadalupe Ferreiro
Halie P.

llona Fishkin

J. Brooks

Jacqueline Cassidy
Jason Szamreta
Jeanine Klotzkin

Jeff Feldman

Jenna Mellor

Jennie Chenkin
Jennifer Sorensen, LSW, LCADC
Jenny Conger

Jenny DeStefano
Jessica Dunlap, MSW
Jessica Klein

Jessica Zielinski
Jessie Milne, MPH, CCRP
Jill Chiciak

John Girardini

Jordan Scott

Joshua J. Crick
Julianne Skinner
Justice Rountree
Karter Kohler
Kassandra Frederique
Kathleen Holt
Kathleen Paone

Katie Brennan



Kelly LaBar

Ken Litwak

Kevin Escobar

Kristen Holton

Laura Holdrege

Laurie Boehm, LCSW
Laurie McGuire

Laurie Smith

Lea Rumbolo

Leah Martin

Leah Ryan

Leann Curreri

Lee McCully

Linda S. Locke, CNM,MPH,LSW
Linda S. Matlack, LSW
Lisa Harrison-Gulla
Lisa Schmitter

Loretta

Lori Hartley

Lydian Humphries
Madeline Desrosiers
Mariel Hufnagel

Mark Ehrenkranz
Martina Manicastri
Mary Anne Ruane
Mary E. Kelly, Psy.D.
Megan K. Reed, PhD, MPH
Melissa Yerger
Michael Enich

Michael Stralka

Michelle Conway



Michelle O'Neill

Mike Selick

Mj Romani

Moira Nelson

Monique Harr

Monique Hart
Moniquea Clark

Mr. Dexter

Murf Meyer

Nada Khader

Nathan Sizemore
Nicholas Lozano

Nora Sullivan

Pastor Willie Dwayne Francois Il
Peter Treitler

Petros Levounis, MD
Priscilla Robinson
Rachael O’Brien
Racquel Romans-Henry
Rae S.

Rae Wilkins

Regina Minsky

Rev. Charlie Cicerale
Rev. Dr. Leslie Harrison
Rev. Timothy Adkins-Jones
Ricardo Martinez, PhD
Richard Smith

Robert Lord-Schell
Rocheny Noziere

Ruby Clark

Sabrina Sabater



Sandra Van Sant
Sandy Gibson

Sara Cullinane
Sara Takla

Sarah Isaac

Sarah Jack, MSW, LCSW
Sheilah M. Powell
Stacey D. Langley
Stacey Wolff

Stella Milnes
Summer Brancoccio
Susan Druckenbrdd
Susan Kiely

Susan Nekola
Tessa Bresnen
Thaddeus Camlin
Thomas McGrath
Tina Salva

Tripti Choudhury
Wanda Blount
William J Mellor
William Warner
Winnie Ho, MPH(c)
Zain Khusro

Zellie Thomas



