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CITY ALLEGES DRUGMAKER LET 
OXYCONTIN FLOOD BLACK MARKET 
  By Phuong Le    Associated Press  

As deaths from painkillers and heroin abuse spiked and street 
crimes increased, the mayor of Everett took major steps to 
tackle the opioid epidemic devastating this working-class city 
north of Seattle.

Mayor Ray Stephanson stepped up patrols, hired social 
workers to ride with officers and pushed for more permanent 
housing for chronically homeless people. The city says it has 
spent millions combating OxyContin and heroin abuse — and 
expects the tab to rise.

So Everett is suing Purdue Pharma, maker of the opioid 
pain medication OxyContin, in an unusual case that alleges 
the drugmaker knowingly allowed pills to be funneled into the 
black market and the city of about 108,000. Everett alleges the 
drugmaker did nothing to stop it and must pay for damages 
caused to the community.

Everett’s lawsuit, now in federal court in Seattle, accuses 
Purdue Pharma of gross negligence and nuisance. The city 
seeks to hold the company accountable, the lawsuit alleges, for 
“supplying OxyContin to obviously suspicious pharmacies and 
physicians and enabling the illegal diversion of OxyContin into 
the black market” and into Everett, despite a company program 
to track suspicious flows.

“Our community has been significantly damaged, and we 
need to be made whole,” said Stephanson, who grew up in 
Everett and is its longest-serving mayor, holding the job since 
2003.

He said the opioid crisis caused by “Purdue’s drive for profit” 
has overwhelmed the city’s resources, stretching everyone from 
first responders to park crews who clean up discarded syringes. 
The lawsuit doesn’t say how much money the city is seeking, 
but the mayor says Everett will attempt to quantify its costs in 
coming months.

Connecticut-based Purdue Pharma says the lawsuit paints a 
flawed and inaccurate picture of the events that led to the crisis 
in Everett.

“We look forward to presenting the facts in court,” the com-

pany said in a statement.
Purdue said it is “deeply troubled by the abuse and misuse 

of our medication,” and noted it leads the industry in develop-
ing medicines with properties that deter abuse, even though 
its products account for less than 2 percent of all U.S. opioid 
prescriptions.

In 2007, Purdue Pharma and its executives paid more than 
$630 million in legal penalties to the federal government for 
willfully misrepresenting the drug’s addiction risks. The same 
year, it also settled with Washington and other states that 
claimed the company aggressively marketed OxyContin to 
doctors while downplaying the addiction risk. As part of that 
settlement, it agreed to continue internal controls to identify 
potential diversion or abuse.

While numerous individuals and states have sued Purdue, 
this case is different because Everett is getting at the results of 
addiction, said Elizabeth Porter, associate law professor at the 
University of Washington.

She thinks Everett may have a shot at winning, though it will 
have to overcome some legal burdens, including showing that 
diverted OxyContin from rogue doctors and pharmacies was a 
substantial factor in the city’s epidemic.

Stephanson said he was “absolutely outraged” after the Los 
Angeles Times reported last summer it found Purdue had evi-
dence that pointed to illegal trafficking of its pills but in many 
cases did nothing to notify authorities or stop the flow. That 
newspaper investigation prompted the city’s lawsuit.

In response to the newspaper’s reporting, Purdue said in a 
statement that in 2007, it provided LA-area law enforcement 
information that helped lead to the convictions of the criminal 
prescribers and pharmacists referenced by the Los Angeles 
Times. The company also pointed to court documents that 
showed a wholesaler alerted the Drug Enforcement Adminis-
tration about suspicious activity at a sham clinic noted in the 
newspaper’s story.

Still, Everett contends Purdue created a market for addicts 

that didn’t exist until the company let its pills flood the streets.
The region saw two spikes in overdose deaths: first from Oxy-

Contin and other opioid painkillers in 2008 and then, after the 
drug was reformulated in 2010, a spike from heroin as people 
switched to a potent but cheaper alternative, officials said.

The city contends Purdue’s wrongful conduct fueled a 
heroin crisis in Everett. Between 2011 and 2013, nearly one in 
five heroin-related deaths in Washington state occurred in the 
Everett region.

In response to the drug epidemic, Everett last year began 
sending social workers on routine patrols with police officers. 
Sgt. Mike Braley says the community outreach and enforcement 
team strikes a balance between enforcement and connecting 
people to addiction treatment, mental health and other ser-
vices.

“We understand that we can’t arrest our way out of problems 
that addiction is causing our city,” Braley said.

Sometimes it takes many follow-ups and hours of handhold-
ing to get people help. On their first stop one morning, Braley 
and his team check under a street overpass, a popular hangout 
for addicts. They find plenty of needles, drug packaging and 
mounds of garbage but none of the people they had encoun-
tered there recently.

They swing by a woody vacant piece of city property to follow 
up with a homeless man who told social workers he was on a 
housing list. He previously was reluctant to talk but opens up 
this time.

Social worker Kaitlyn Dowd offers to check on the man’s 
housing status with a local nonprofit provider and then punch-
es her number into a cellphone he recently got.

“You can call me, and I have your number,” she tells him.
Social worker Staci McCole said they come across many cases 

where highly functioning residents were introduced to opiates 
or heroin. “So many of these people — somehow it’s taken a 
hold of them, and their lives now have forever changed,” she 
said.

GET BY WITHOUT 
PLANNED PARENTHOOD? 
ONE TEXAS EFFORT STUMBLES
 By Paul J. Weber    Associated Press  

In pushing a replacement for the Affordable 
Care Act that cuts off funds for Planned 
Parenthood, Republicans are out to reassure 
women who rely on the major health care 
organization that other clinics will step up to 
provide their low-cost breast exams, contracep-
tion and cancer screenings.

Texas is already trying to prove it. But one 
big bet is quietly sputtering, and in danger of 
teaching the opposite lesson conservatives are 
after.

Last summer, Texas gave $1.6 million to an 
anti-abortion organization called the Heidi 
Group to help strengthen small clinics that 
specialize in women’s health like Planned Par-
enthood but don’t offer abortions. The goal 
was to help the clinics boost their patient rolls 
and show there would be no gap in services if 
the nation’s largest abortion provider had to 
scale back.

The effort offered a model other conserva-
tive states could follow if Republicans make 
their long-sought dream of defunding Planned 
Parenthood a reality under President Donald 
Trump. Several states are already moving to 
curtail the organization’s funds.

But eight months later, the Heidi Group 
has little to show for its work. An Associated 
Press review found the nonprofit has done little 
of the outreach it promised, such as helping 
clinics promote their services on Facebook, or 
airing public service announcements. It hasn’t 
made good on plans to establish a 1-800 num-
ber to help women find providers or ensure 
that all clinics have updated websites.

Neither the group nor state officials would 
say how many patients have been served so far 
by the private clinics.

The Heidi Group is led by Carol Everett, a 
prominent anti-abortion activist and influen-
tial conservative force in the Texas Legislature.

In a brief interview, Everett said some of the 
community clinics aren’t cooperating despite 
her best efforts to attract more clients.

“We worked on one Facebook site for three 
months and they didn’t want to do it. And we 
worked on websites and they didn’t want to do 
it,” Everett said of the clinics. “We can’t force 
them. We’re not forcing them.”

Everett said that advertising she planned was 
stalled by delays in a separate $5.1 million fam-
ily planning contract.

Everett proposed helping two dozen selected 
clinics serve 50,000 women overall in a year, 
more than such small facilities would normally 
handle. Clinic officials contacted by the AP 
either did not return phone calls or would not 
speak on the record.

The Texas Health and Human Services 
Commission, which awarded the funding to 
the Heidi Group, acknowledged the problems. 
Spokeswoman Carrie Williams said in an email 
that the agency had to provide “quite a bit” of 
technical support for the effort and make many 
site visits. She disputed that the contract fund-
ing has been as slow as Everett alleged.

“The bottom line is that we are holding our 
contractors accountable, and will do everything 
we can to help them make themselves success-
ful,” she said.

In August, the state had lauded Everett’s 
pitch for taxpayer funds as “one of the most 
robust” received.

Planned Parenthood and its supporters say 
the failures show the risks of relying on unprov-
en providers to serve low-income women, and 
that Republicans’ assurances about adequate 
care are only political rhetoric.

“Every time they try to relaunch one of these 
women’s health programs, without some of 
the most trusted providers in women’s health, 
every single time they come up short,” said 

Sarah Wheat, a Planned Parenthood spokes-
woman in Texas. “And they show their lack of 
understanding and respect for what women 
need.”

On Tuesday, the nonpartisan Congressional 
Budget Office estimated that 15 percent of low-
income people in rural or underserved areas 
would lose access to care if Planned Parent-
hood loses funding. The analysis also projected 
several thousand more births in the Medicaid 
program in the next year.

The Heidi Group is an evangelical nonprofit 
that started in the 1990s and is best known for 
promoting alternatives to abortion. It operates 
with a relatively small budget, taking in about 
$186,000 in grants and donations in 2015, 
according to tax records, and had not been 
doing patient care.

State officials say the year-old women’s 
health program includes about 5,000 provid-
ers. Planned Parenthood and other abortion 
providers are banned from participation.

Federal dollars comprise nearly half of the 
Planned Parenthood’s annual billion-dollar 
budget, and although government funds don’t 
pay for abortions, the organization is reim-
bursed by Medicaid for non-abortion services 
that it says the vast majority of clients receive. 
Missouri is planning to reject federal funding 
just to keep some of it away from Planned 
Parenthood, and Iowa is also considering giv-
ing up millions in federal Medicaid dollars to 
create a state-run family planning program that 
excludes abortion providers.

U.S. House Republicans’ health care bill 
would freeze funding to Planned Parenthood 
for one year. House Speaker Paul Ryan has sug-
gested other clinics will pick up the slack.

“It ends funding to Planned Parenthood and 
sends money to community centers,” Ryan said 
last week.

Democrats argue that other clinics are 
already overloaded and wouldn’t be able to 
meet increased demand.

After Texas state funding was cut off to 
abortion providers in 2011, 82 family planning 
clinics closed in the state, a third of which 
were Planned Parenthood affiliates. A state 
report later found that 30,000 fewer women 
were served through a Texas women’s health 
program after the changes. Planned Parent-
hood now has 35 clinics in Texas and served 
more than 126,000 individual patients last 
year, including those seeking abortions. The 
state has provided no estimates of low-income 
women served by other clinics.

Asked whether the Heidi Group would meet 
the patient targets in her contract, Everett said 
her own goal was to serve 70,000 women.

However, “it’s not as easy as it looks because 
we are not Planned Parenthood. We are work-
ing with private physicians and providers,” 
Everett said after leaving a committee hearing 
this week at the Texas Capitol. She said the 
clinics she is working with are busy seeing 40 
to 50 women a day. “They don’t have time to 
go out and do some of the things that we would 
really like to help them do. But we’re there if 
they want to. And we’re there when the need 
it. And we’re in their offices and we’re helping 
them.”

She had been at the Capitol to support a bill 
that would require abortion clinics to bury or 
cremate fetal remains.
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