Sheriff: “Right Now, The Drug of Choice is Heroin”
By Tammy T. Pomplun

It’s cheaper now than marijuana. People from all over the county and all ages and walks of life use. Usage in the county has increased rapidly. Sheriff Robert Spoden of the Rock County Sheriff’s Department said that “Right now, the drug of choice is heroin” and it appears to have “gripped our area.”

“If you don’t think it can happen in Evansville, you’re wrong. If you don’t think it might not be here already, you are wrong,” he told the Evansville City Council on Tuesday, April 14.

“What we need to do is to make sure we inform our communities that we can’t simply allow this to continue on,” said Sheriff Spoden. Enforcement has increased, and area police agencies, including the Evansville Police Department, are partnering up with the county Special Investigation Unit (SIU) to address the issue. “It takes all of those units and all of those departments, and we combine our resources and then we are able to focus on such a serious issue,” said Spoden, including the FBI and G-Roc, the county’s gang unit. “We have a great partnership with the Evansville Police Department. Actually we have been working with them on a task force.”   

Community leaders can help by acknowledging that “we have this situation and to admit that we can’t solve it alone… we need all of us, collectively, and we need our community leaders to step forward, and to say we are not going to let our community go down to drugs, that we are going to stand up and we are going to protect our community and protect the people that we care about…understand what the risks are. Educate your community, educate your schools, make them aware that this is out there… reach out to your own constituents, your own groups you belong to, your churches, your families, and educate yourself on this.”

Much of the heroin that is showing up in Rock County appears to be coming from Rockford or Chicago, so monitoring and enforcement efforts have been beefed up in the state line area. Heroin users and dealers are very mobile, oftentimes making daily trips to Janesville, Beloit, Rockford or Chicago. One who is under the influence of heroin will act like they are tired. For that reason, it can be difficult to determine which drivers have just finished a third shift and are tired and those who are under the influence of heroin. 

Sheriff Spoden couldn’t say whether or not heroin dealing is gang-related, as typically is cocaine. Cocaine is also more difficult to get into the country due to the fighting among drug cartels. A successful raid on a cocaine drug cartel also “knocked off a lot of top leadership and created a vacuum.”

On the other hand, “Heroin is very easy to get in our country,” Sheriff Spoden said. Before it gets to Illinois, much of the heroin in our area (or anywhere east of the Mississippi) comes from Columbia. (West of the Mississippi, most of the heroin comes from Mexico, he said.)

Sheriff Spoden said that one of the only good things the Taliban did was to eliminate 95 percent of the heroin leaving Afghanistan. He said when the US went in, in 2001, we had enough troops there to draw out the producers, but not enough troops to monitor the countryside – and now people are back producing. Sheriff Spoden said he met with Senator Russ Feingold, who assured him that he is confident once the President is able to get more troops in areas of Afghanistan, the heroin supply will decrease.

Most of the dealers in this area are “low level dealers” who tend to be users themselves and sell to small groups of friends, said Sheriff Spoden. “It’s a subculture of people, as people are addicted, they tend to hang together, look out for each other.”

Addiction comes quickly – within a couple of weeks of use – and withdrawal is physically very painful. The addiction is so strong users begin selling to feed their own habits. Addiction comes quickly and withdrawal is physically painful. It’s not a matter of they want it, but they actually have physical pain, so individuals take the drug to keep from going into withdrawal.

In order to support their habits, users in Rock County have been breaking into cars, homes and businesses, trying to get fast money to go get a “fix.” 

“Our concern is that if we don’t address that now… it’s going to get worse, then we’ll see home invasions, robberies, crime go up worse, and an increase in overdoses.”

Sheriff Spoden also said that heroin users typically begin by sniffing the drug and then advance to injecting. He said one of the biggest reasons for overdoses is that each dealer “cuts” the heroin in different ways, with different products, for different levels of purity. “These people cutting this stuff in filthy basements. You don’t know what they are cutting with, stolen painkillers or aspirin. Nobody knows. Your body is not going to react the same way and that’s where these people get in trouble, they either inject too much right away or they get a weak dose and do it again.” Someone who starts out using by getting a high from a less pure heroin may inadvertently overdose when he unknowingly uses a stronger purity, especially considering addiction often requires larger doses. 

Law enforcement agencies realize that addiction treatment options in Rock County are limited, but Rock County officials are addressing the lack of facilities in the county. That doesn’t mean anyone’s off the hook – the county is looking at some arrests and federal indictments in the near future. “The message we want to send people is that we can sympathize with your plight, but our expectation is that you are not going to do this drug, because if you do use this drug, we will arrest you. It’s against the law. It’s a dangerous drug. If the only way to stop it is to arrest you, we will do that,” said Sheriff Spoden. While they much prefer people seek their own treatment, “At the end of the day we have to enforce the law... We are going to go after these people.” Unfortunately, since the addiction is strong, users are very reluctant to give up the name of their supplier when arrested, so it’s been very difficult to pinpoint one major dealer.

“The Evansville Police Department and Sheriff’s Office and State Patrol are committed to this. We will use whatever resources necessary to get this in control, get people in control, to get these people some treatment options. That at the end of the day is what we need, to get them off this terrible, terrible drug.”

