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Title: A Spike in Emergency Department Visits Associated With Synthetic Cannabinoid Use – Alaska, 2015
Significance to Public Health: Synthetic cannabinoid (SC) use is an emerging public health threat due to increasing rates of use and the severity of adverse health outcomes associated with abuse. The spike in SC use places a burden on Anchorage’s health care system and community.
Background/Objectives: In July 2015, emergency medical services (EMS) and local media in Anchorage reported an increase of individuals requiring medical care following use of SC. The Alaska Division of Public Health (ADPH) investigated to characterize this increase and describe clinical outcomes. 
Methods: Emergency department (ED) electronic medical record (EMR) data were queried for discharge diagnoses associated with SC use during July 15-September30, 2015. Diagnoses related to altered mental status and substance abuse. Charts identified by the query were reviewed and clinical outcome data were abstracted using a standardized form. Cases were ED visits among patients with self-reported SC use, or by EMS or hospital staff assessment of suspected SC use, documented in EMR. Samples of product and paraphernalia were tested to identify the SC molecules circulating in Anchorage during the investigation.
Results: One hundred sixty-seven cases of SC-related ED visits were identified from Anchorage hospitals, and patients exhibited a wide range of clinical symptoms including lethargy, agitation, tachypnea, and tachycardia. Eighty-five percent of patients were male, 66% classified as being homeless, and the mean age was 37 years. Emergency department burden ranged from 0-12 cases per day. Seventeen cases involved patient hospitalization, 11 involved intubation, and 26 involved physical restraint. The 167 cases represented 128 persons, and 25 persons had multiple SC-related ED visits. Analysis of 20 product and paraphernalia samples identified 11 chemically distinct SC molecules.  
Conclusion and Implications for Public Health: This investigation highlights the need for systematic surveillance and enhanced community cooperation to better mitigate the burden of this public health issue. 
