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PRESS RELEASE 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
Date: 8/6/19 
                                                                                     

Response to Proposal submitted by the North Valley Harm Reduction Coalition 

 
Chico, CA  
 
From: Chief Michael O’Brien  
 

Please see the attached letter prepared by Chico Police Department Chief of Police Michael O’Brien and sent 
to the State of California in response to the syringe distribution proposal submitted by the North Valley Harm 
Reduction Coalition.      
 
     

 
The Chico Police Department is committed to ensuring our community is a safe place to live, work, and recreate within! 
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August 5, 2019 

 

 

 

Marisa Ramos, Ph.D. 

Chief, Office of AIDS 

Center for Infectious Diseases 

California Department of Public Health 

MS 7700 P.O. Box 997426 

Sacramento, CA 95899-7426 

 

RE: Proposal submitted by the North Valley Harm Reduction Coalition 

 

Dear Dr. Ramos: 

 

The Chico Police Department was asked to respond to a proposal submitted by the North 

Valley Harm Reduction Coalition (NVHRC) to allow syringe distribution in the vicinity of 

Chapman Elementary School and Community Park, as well as the Blackbird Café.  I 

appreciate the opportunity to respond to this proposal. 

 

I want to first say that I appreciate the motives of NVHRC and their attempts to address 

one of the impacts of IV drug use.  I believe they want to help reduce the spread of 

infectious disease within the addicted community.  I see that as an honorable objective.  

However, as the Chief of Police, I must concern myself with the well-being of all within 

the community, especially those most vulnerable, our children.  I also believe the model 

for and the location of the distribution is lacking.  In addition, I am concerned for my own 

staff as they have suffered (8) separate “needle stick” exposures since 2015. 

 

My first concern with this proposal involves locations.  The current proposal would allow 

syringe distribution adjacent to Chapman Elementary School and Community Park.  Two 

locations where children attend school and recreate outside.  Chapman Elementary School 

is situated adjacent to where syringe distribution is proposed to occur.  Children should not 

be exposed either to the distribution of syringes, nor the eventual outcome of that 

distribution.    

 

The City of Chico and the Chico Area Recreation District (CARD) has worked hard to 

remove the dangerous activity associated with IV drug use, including the discarding of 

syringes.  Children use this park regularly.  I heard very concerning reports from parents 

and others about children being exposed to drug use and discarded syringes.  After much 

effort, Community Park is now much safer, with the numbers of discarded syringes found 

in the park greatly reduced.  That is positive for all, but especially for our children.  

Unfettered syringe distribution will undo that hard work and make public spaces designed 

for children less safe. 
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The other location set for distribution, the Blackbird Café, has a concern unique to its 

business model.  This establishment has a state Alcohol Beverage Control (ABC) license 

to sell alcohol.  I review the ABC licenses that are requested for issuance in this 

community, always from a public safety perspective.  If syringe distribution had been 

incorporated into their model and the subsequent ABC application, I would not have 

supported the issuance of an alcohol license, for public safety reasons. 

 

My other concern regarding this proposal for syringe distribution is the model.  First, it is 

clear this is not a syringe “exchange” program, but a syringe “distribution” program.  

There is not a requirement for anyone to exchange “used” syringes for “clean” syringes.  In 

fact, individuals can be issued an indeterminate number of syringes, without the 

accountability of returning those syringes that pose the greatest risk of disease transmission 

to themselves, our children or the community.           

 

The syringe distribution program should also include the strong presence of public health 

professionals, that can safely usher individuals suffering from addiction into much needed 

services designed to help relieve the burden addiction brings to so many.  Simply 

providing the instruments of addiction, without providing integrated professional 

involvement and oversight, is not a model of compassion. 

 

One often overlooked population that is impacted by syringe proliferation are public safety 

personnel.  Since 2015, (8) Chico Police Officers have been exposed to “needle sticks” 

during routine police activity.  This causes a significant amount of concern to those 

officers and their families, as they must wait on potentially life altering news simply for 

doing their jobs.  

  

In conclusion, I support the objectives of NVHRC, but cannot support the location nor the 

model proposed to achieve those objectives.  I know of the proposed data, but I also know 

of the significant negative data regarding syringe distribution that occurred in Orange 

County communities such as Santa Ana and Costa Mesa.   

 

As I mentioned, I do not question the motivations nor objectives of NVHRC.  In fact, I 

strongly support them.  As such, I am always willing to discuss alternatives with NVHRC 

to help craft a program that would benefit and protect the entire community.  A 

comprehensive approach to this issue, one that considers all aspects of our community, 

including those addicted and those most vulnerable, our children, must be considered.                

 

Our community has been impacted by the devastating effects of the Camp Fire, and those 

impacts continue to this day.  Our population grew by over 20% according to the State of 

California and did so overnight.  That amount of growth is unprecedented in recent 

California history.  The Chico Police Department has not grown in proportion to that 

impact.  Every decision is magnified exponentially in its impact and must be considered in 

relation to that fact.   

 

Sincerely, 

 
Michael O’Brien 

Chief of Police 

  

 


