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DEADLY
Decisions

A PARENT’S GUIDE TO THE NEW 
GENERATION OF DEADLY DRUGS 

KILLING TEENS IN BC

By Elaine O’Connor

J  
ack Bodie was an average teenager who played hockey 
and went to Burnaby high school. The 17-year-old had 
a good family and a bright future. But like many teens 
he sometimes liked to party and experiment with drugs 

on the weekend. A year ago, on a summer Saturday night in 
August, he sat down on an East Vancouver park bench next 
to a friend to get high for fun. Before that night, he had only 
been using drugs recreationally for about six months. He and 
his friend popped some counterfeit OxyContin pills called 
‘fake 80s.’ They were laced with fentanyl – a powerful synthetic 
painkiller 50 to 100 times more toxic than morphine that has 
contaminated the illicit drug supply in BC.

Bodie overdosed. As he sat in the park, the fentanyl in his 
drugs began slowing his breathing, depriving his brain of 
oxygen. His 16-year-old friend called 911 after realizing they 
were both in trouble. The friend barely escaped with his own 
life. Bodie never recovered.

In the days that followed Bodie’s death, the teen’s distraught 
parents and younger sister made a public plea to other youth 
not to make the same mistake. Jack, his father told the media, 
was “not what we could consider, in our mind’s eye, the typical 
overdose. He’s a young man who took a pill and fell asleep on 
a park bench.” His mother warned that teenagers were using 

these drugs just “like drinking, a casual thing for a fun time.” 

But, she told Global News: “If it’s a street drug, you don’t 
know what’s in them. You have no idea. Someone is just trying 
to make money, and they’ll put anything in it to make it 
cheaper or get your business.” 

Fentanyl can be fatal
A year after Bodie’s death, fentanyl overdoses (See sidebar 

What You Need to Know About Fentanyl) have become so 
prevalent that they have prompted a public health emergency. 
Illicit drug overdose deaths in BC are up nearly 75 per cent 
over last year, according to the BC Coroners Service report 
covering the first seven months of 2016. There were 433 
illicit drug overdose deaths from January to July, the report 
revealed. Fentanyl was detected in 62 per cent of these deaths, 
a dramatic increase from 2012 when just five per cent of 
deaths were associated with fentanyl. Fentanyl overdoses are 
occurring in occasional users as well as habitual users, in 
urban, suburban and rural communities. Fentanyl overdoses 
and deaths have been reported in communities across BC, 
including Vancouver, Surrey, Maple Ridge, Langley, Nanaimo, 
Prince George, Fort St. John, and others.            
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These shocking numbers are the reason BC’s Provincial Health Officer 
Dr. Perry Kendall called a public health emergency in April. Since then, 
Fraser Health and other BC health authorities have been ramping up 
efforts to educate the public about the overdose crisis, increase public 
access to naloxone, and increase awareness of the issue.

“It is important to note that the individuals we have seen for overdoses 
include not only people who use drugs regularly but also those who 
use drugs on a recreational basis,” said Dr. Victoria Lee, Chief Medical 
Health Officer for Fraser Health. “People report taking a variety of 
drugs including, but not limited to, heroin, crack cocaine, cocaine, 
amphetamines, ecstasy and GHB. At this time, we are warning anyone 
using drugs that all drugs may be contaminated with other substances, 
leading to increased risk of overdose and death.” 

Drugs don’t discriminate
It’s a myth that only seasoned drug users are overdosing – and dying – 

from illicit drug use. Overdoses are affecting people from all walks of life, 
of all ages and in many communities. 

The majority of fentanyl victims – 54 per cent – have been between the 
ages of 20 and 39. But teenagers are being struck down too – 11 youths 
aged 10 to 19 died of illicit drug overdoses in the first seven months of 
2016, according to the BC Coroners Service. Boys and men made up 80 
per cent of the overdose victims in the seven months of 2016. But women 

What You Need to Know 
About Fentanyl

Fentanyl is a synthetic narcotic that is 50 
to 100 times more toxic than morphine� 
Pharmaceutical grade fentanyl is used 
in medical treatments as a pain killer or 
anesthetic� When used on patients in a clinical 
setting by trained health professionals, it can 
be administered safely� However, outside 
hospitals, using fentanyl can lead to fatal 
errors� That’s because very small amounts of 
fentanyl – equal to a few grains of salt – are 
enough to cause overdose or death� That risk 
can increase when people use more than 
one substance – alcohol or other drugs– at 
once, as combining substances can reduce 
the amount of fentanyl required to overdose� 
Fentanyl has a strong sedative effect and can 
severely depress the respiratory system�  At 
first, a fentanyl overdose can look and sound 
as if someone is going to sleep, but as the 
drug takes deeper effect, it can stop the user 
from breathing, causing brain damage and 
eventually death� Fentanyl overdoses can 
be temporarily reversed with an injection of 
naloxone medication, but only if they get help 
on time�

The spike of fentanyl in the illegal drug 
supply is primarily because it is cheap and 
concentrated� Drug manufacturers can produce 
fentanyl more cheaply than other drugs, 
and cut it into other drugs to save costs and 
enhance the drug’s effects� Its concentrated 
strength means it can also be trafficked more 
easily: a tiny vial of fentanyl can be smuggled 
across a border more easily than a brick 
of heroin� And fentanyl is highly addictive, 
hooking users who are often unaware that 
their regular dose of drugs is much more toxic, 
due to added fentanyl� 

One of the challenges with fentanyl is that it 
is virtually undetectable: you can’t smell or 
taste it� It has been found in a wide variety of 
drugs� To date, fentanyl has been reported in 
heroin, cocaine and crack, ecstasy and MDMA, 
methamphetamine, and fake OxyContin and 
Percocet pills, but it’s likely sold in many 
other forms� Over-the-counter drug testing 
kits – the kind you can buy online or the drug-
testing services you can often access at music 
festivals – cannot detect fentanyl compounds� 
Detecting fentanyl in illicit drugs requires a 
specially-equipped laboratory�
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and girls are also being affected.
Just this August, about a year after Bodie’s death, a 16-year-

old girl died in the bathroom of a Port Moody Starbucks coffee 
shop. Gwynevere Staddon, was a Coquitlam teenager and 
gymnastics instructor who struggled with substance use. Her 
mother said her daughter knew dealers were selling fentanyl, 
but that she didn’t believe an overdose would ever happen to 
her. Her mother told the media she suspected her daughter 
died from a fentanyl overdose. The official BC Coroners Service 
review of her death is pending. 

Clearly, the message isn’t getting through to teens. That’s 
what prompted Coquitlam mother Michelle Jansen to start 
a foundation to raise awareness of fentanyl and the overdose 
crisis in B.C., particularly among teens. Jansen lost her own 
son, Brandon, to a fentanyl 
overdose in March. The 
20-year-old was being treated 
in a detox and recovery 
centre on the Sunshine Coast 
when someone smuggled in 
some drugs that contained 
fentanyl. He took a gamble 
on them and lost his life. 
His mother launched the 
Brandon Jansen Foundation 
in his memory and has made 
it her mission to save other 
families the same pain. Youth, 
Jansen told the Vancouver 
Sun, “go to a party, and think 
they are taking… ecstasy. 
They don’t realize the dealers 
are lacing it with fentanyl.”

Given the fact that 
overdoses don’t discriminate, 
it’s important that parents 
and family members arm 
themselves with the facts. 

Keeping your 
kids safe

Surrey RCMP Inspector 
Shawna Baher can never 
forget the day she had to 
tell a family their teenager had overdosed on drugs. It’s one of 
the reasons the veteran drug enforcement officer has made it a 
priority to talk openly and honestly with her own stepchildren 
about drugs from a young age. She believes parents need to start 
a conversation about drugs with their teenagers now before it’s 
too late.

“If you don’t educate your children properly on this, someone 
else will, and they won’t give them the right message,” she 
explained. “Youth are given false information from a lot of 
people, their friends, their dealer, if they are using. You have 
to ensure they are educated properly because fentanyl is such 
a danger. These are not the drugs you grew up with. There is 

nothing worse as a police officer than to tell a parent that their 
child has died. I have given that awful message and it broke my 
heart.”

Starting when her stepdaughter and son were teenagers, she 
and her partner regularly started conversations with their kids 
about drugs at the dinner table. She’d mention issues in the 
news or cases she was aware of as talking points, and simply ask 
them what they thought. When she became aware of fentanyl 
creeping into the drug supply about a year and a half ago, she 
made sure she shared what she was learning with her kids and 
answered their questions.

 “We talked a lot about what fentanyl was,” she said. “They 
know it’s 100 times more toxic than morphine. They know the 
difference between stimulants and opiates. When they see it on 

the news they say they have 
the ability to explain to their 
friends what it means.”

Most important, she said, 
was the way her message was 
delivered: without judgment 
or threats. 

“Now, with fentanyl 
and the increase in opiate 
use, I think it’s extremely 
important to have that 
conversation, and in my 
opinion it can’t be seen 
as lecturing,” Insp. Baher 
said. “Sometimes I see my 
friends with their children 
and they want to tell them 
what to do. I don’t think we 
can. We need to have open 
communication, we have 
to get their buy-in and be 
willing to listen to what they 
tell us in order to get our 
message across.”

How to talk to your 
kids about fentanyl

In June, the Surrey RCMP 
released a letter to parents 
specifically warning them 

about the risks fentanyl poses to their teenagers. “Despite our 
best efforts as parents, our children can easily be at-risk of 
drug use. They are young and influenced by people and factors 
outside of our control,” Surrey RCMP Assistant Commissioner 
Bill Fordy warned. 

Police cautioned parents not to take a “it-would-never-
happen-to-my-child” approach, stressing that children’s 
susceptibility to drug use isn’t determined by their family’s 
education, socio-economic status, or neighbourhood. 

“It is important to not assume your child hasn’t already or 
isn’t thinking about experimenting with drugs – it’s not always 
as obvious as we think,” Fordy, the Lower Mainland District 
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Commander, warned. “And whether your child experiments 
with drugs for the first time or uses drugs regularly to ‘escape’ 
or fit in, serious harm or death is a very real possibility. 
Overdoses do not discriminate between the first time and the 
50th time one takes drugs.”

Bob Rich, Chief Constable of the Abbotsford RCMP 
publicly warned parents not to fall into the mistaken belief 
that it could never happen in their family. 

“We have often heard parents say, ‘not my son, not my 
daughter,’” he said in a letter to parents, “and fortunately 
in many cases that is true, but we also have heard many 
youth say “My parents have no idea that I am using drugs.” 
This includes teens from all social-economic, cultural and 
religious backgrounds.”

Both police departments provided guidelines for parents to 
discuss drug use with their families in general and the opioid 
overdose crisis specifically. Among their recommendations: 
think through your conversation before you start it, get in 
the habit of regular talks with your kids, stick to the facts, 
stay focused and be clear, and be supportive and inclusive of 
their thoughts and feelings.  They suggest using a recent news 
article as a jumping off point for an open conversation on 
drug use in general. 

Fraser Health’s Mark Goheen, a clinical specialist in mental 
health and substance use, encourages parents not to place 
unrealistic expectations on themselves to cover all the bases 
and convince their child not to use drugs in one talk. Just 
as with all aspects of life, supporting your child in making 
healthy decisions is an unfolding process that develops across 
the journey to adulthood.

“Parents often put a lot of pressure on themselves to ‘get it 
right,’ which can turn conversations into lectures,” Goheen 
said. “How young people respond to conversations has little 
to do with the content of what you’re saying and everything 
to do with the existing and developing quality of your 
relationship with your child.” No matter how right a parent 
or caregiver may be, the message will not be heard if the 
youth feels there is little room in the conversation for their 
ideas and feelings.

He encourages parents and caregivers to focus more on 
listening and understanding rather than “talking at” children, 
especially youth.  Parents can start by asking their children to 

teach them more about fentanyl and other drugs by inviting 
them to share what they’re hearing from peers or seeing on 
social media. Parents can also ask their children about the 
kinds of concerns their peers are sharing with each other about 
drugs and about what steps they have been taking to keep each 
other safe.

Saving lives amid the fentanyl overdose crisis means both 
preventing people from using drugs, and helping them reduce 
the risk if they still choose to use. Parents can stress to their 
children that now – during an epidemic of deadly tainted 
drugs – is the wrong time to start experimenting with drugs. 

In cases where parents know their child is consuming 
drugs, it is vital to have a heart-to-heart talk about safety. 
Since every situation is different, there is no simple formula, 
yet there are some key areas that are crucial to explore. First, 
emphasize that there is confidential help available for anyone 
whose life has got caught-up in drugs and that you are open 
to supporting your child if they ever feel open to meeting 
with a professional. Second, explain no one should be alone 
when using and that having a naloxone kit nearby can save 
a life.  If someone does end up using alone, ask them how 
they stay safe. Find out if they do things like leave the door 
unlocked so people can check on them and help can reach 
them if needed; if they arrange for a trusted person to check 
on them (in person or via phone/text); and if they let people 
know in advance where they are and what drugs they are 
doing. Finally, it never hurts to remind your child that you 
love them, that your main concern is that they are safe, and 
that if they ever need help they can reach out and you will 
reach back.

Over her years in law enforcement, Insp. Baher has learned 
that as much as parents may have forbidden it or don’t want 
to admit it, in reality, many teens are experimenting with 
drugs. So for their own protection, especially during the 
current fentanyl overdose crisis, Insp. Baher stresses that 
teens need to know if they mess up, their parents will be 
there for them. 

Download Fraser Health’s Stop Overdose Kit for Schools 
and Parents.  fraserhealth.ca/media/Overdose_SchoolToolkit_
FINAL.pdf

Email your questions to overdose@fraserhealth.com.
Read this story, including additional content, in our online 

Newsroom at news.fraserhealth.ca/News/October-2016/
Deadly-Decisions.aspx

Heroin, crack cocaine, cocaine, 
amphetamines, ecstasy and GHB 
may all be contaminated with other 
substances, leading to increased risk 
of overdose and death.

For more information on this topic: 

Step by step guide to The Conversation 
news.fraserhealth.ca/News/
October-2016/Deadly-Decisions.aspx

Signs your teen may be using drugs: 
news.fraserhealth.ca/News/
October-2016/Deadly-Decisions.aspx
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