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CARRBORO, N.C. — On a 
sunny November afternoon in 
this quiet college community, 
a steady stream of customers 
walks through the doors of a 
local cafe called Oasis for a 
cup of an increasingly popular 
herbal beverage. The menu 
offers coffee, black tea, beer, 
wine and pastries, but nearly 
everyone opts for a $5 mug of 
kratom (pronounced KRAY-
dum).

A powder ground from 
the leaves of an indigenous 
Southeast Asian tree 
related to the coffee plant, 
kratom (Mitragyna speciosa) 
offers pain relief and mood 
enhancement, similar to 
prescription painkillers.

Advocates say the 
substance, which does not 
depress the respiratory 
system and therefore presents 

little to no overdose risk, 
could help reduce the nation’s 
reliance on highly addictive 

and often deadly prescription 
painkillers. Some addiction 
experts also argue the 

plant could be used as an 
alternative to methadone, 
buprenorphine and Vivitrol in 
medication-assisted therapy 
for opioid addiction.

Used for centuries to fight 
fatigue, pain and anxiety 
in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Myanmar, Papua New Guinea 
and Thailand, kratom was 
rarely taken in the United 
States until recently.

Now, with growing 
concerns about the dangers 
of prescription painkillers, 
an estimated 3 million to 
5 million people are using 
kratom and reporting positive 
results, based on information 
from retailers. But worries 
that the unregulated plant 
product could be abused for 
its mild euphoric qualities 
and users could become 
addicted are spurring federal 
officials to issue public health 

Robert Roskind owns the Oasis cafe in Carrboro, N.C., where 

a typical serving of kratom is a heaping teaspoon of powder in 

a mug of hot water, orange juice or chocolate almond milk. As 

consumption of the opioid-like botanic grows, cities and states 

are banning its use. (ChristineVestal/The Pew Charitable Trusts)
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Check out 
CatoosaWalkerNews’ 
Facebook page. It’s a 
great 
place 
for you 
to post 
items of 
interest (such as up-
coming events), discuss 
what’s happening in 
our community and in 
the news, or just send 
us a message. And don’t 
forget to “Like” us!

By Josh O’Bryant
jobryant@npco.com

Commissioner 
Shannon Whitfield 
has said that if 
Walker County were 
forced to pay back — 
immediately and in full 
— a nearly $9 million 
debt to Erlanger Health 
System it would break 
the county.

“To pull $8.7 
million out of our 
budget to pay Erlanger 
in a year would be 
catastrophic to our 
county,” Whitfield said 
Thursday, Dec. 7.

 Erlanger, in motions 
filed Dec. 5 in U.S. 
District Court for the 
Northern District of 
Georgia Rome Division, 
demands  the full 
amount now.

“If we are forced by 

a federal judge to do so, 

the state may have to 

step in and take over,” 

the commissioner said. 

“We will not have the 

money to operate, or 

either we will have to 

shut down aspects of 

our county government, 

because we would not 

be able to sustain the 

balanced budget that 

we have put in place, 

which is already tight.”

In its filing, Erlanger 

argues that the county 

has the money on hand 

and is simply refusing 

to pay.

“That’s far from the 

truth,” Whitfield said. 

“We have no problem 

with providing the 

evidence that we are 

operating on borrowed 

money and that we do 

not have the cash to pay 

them this debt (in full 

and now).”

The commissioner 

said if the federal 

court ordered the 

county to pay the $8.7 

million in full at this 

time, the county would 

have to amend its 

budget by cutting every 

department a minimum 

of 30 percent.

Whitfield said an 

emergency meeting 

would have to be called 

to make this happen.

Whitfield added that 

given the department 

heads are already 

saying they are 

struggling with the 

current budget cuts to 

operate under, to cut 

it again by 30 percent 

would be catastrophic. 
It would place citizens 
in need of services, 
including police, fire 
and emergency services 
to name a few, in 
jeopardy.

Whitfield said most 
offices would have 
to move to a reduced 
hourly schedule and 

Demand for repayment of bankrupt 
hospital loan could bankrupt county
Commissioner says forcing county to pay Erlanger 
$8.7 million in full now would be “catastrophic”
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Patients and caregivers 
find the legalization of the 
possession and use of low 
THC oil in Georgia is of no use 
when they cannot find a legal 
way to purchase the drug.

Harley Gambrell’s son 
Hayden is 13, stocky and very 
strong. He’s also autistic, and 
the Floyd County businessman 
doesn’t always know when a 
“bad moment” will come.

“We have situations when 
we go into a store and I have 
to restrain him,” Gambrell 
said. “He may think it’s funny 
to knock over a rack or, if he’s 
having a bad day, he might 
bite or scratch me.”

Hayden is “functioning,” 
his father says, although his 
doctor has classified his case 
as severe. His son is a good 
boy, Gambrell said, but his 
bad moments are bad.

“He bangs his head on the 
wall, bites his fingertips, hits 
concrete walls … I’ve been 
with him, fortunately, but 
some parents are desperate,” 
Gambrell said.

Autism is among the 
six conditions the Georgia 
General Assembly cleared 
this year for treatment with 
medical marijuana. As of 

September, 109 autistics had 
been issued cards that allow 
them to have up to 20 fluid 
ounces of low-THC cannabis 
oil, according to 
Donna Moore, director 
of the Georgia Public 
Health Vital Records 
Department that 
oversees the program.

Hayden’s doctor 
has registered him 
and Gambrell has 
the card. But the 
treatment remains 
untested because it’s 
still illegal to buy or 
sell low-THC oil in 
Georgia.

“Also, you’re not allowed 
to bring it over the state line,” 
Gambrell said. “The whole 
thing is pointless. We don’t 
have any options unless we 
break the law.”

That’s one of the 
“challenges” noted by state 
Rep. Allen Peake, R-Macon, 
who chairs the Medical 
Cannabis Working Group. 
Members, including Rep. 
Katie Dempsey, R-Rome, 
met last week to review 
the situation before the 
legislature convenes in 
January.

“Once people get the 
card, I hear, “What do I do 
now, where do I get this 
oil?” … That continues to be 

a challenge, that we don’t 
provide access,” Peake said.

It’s also an issue at schools, 
for students who need to 

take the oil several 
times a day but find 
zero-tolerance policies 
ban it from campus, 
he said. And Moore 
— in her testimony 
to the committee 
Tuesday — said some 
people have removed 
themselves from the 
registry because their 
employers have warned 
them they’ll be fired if 
they fail a drug test.

“We were silent about that 
on the law when we wrote it, 
on purpose,” Peake said. “But 
we will have to address it.”

What’s new
The General Assembly 

approved use of the oil in 
2015 to treat eight conditions. 
With this year’s additions, 
the list covers 14 conditions 
plus patients in hospice care. 
The oil, which does not get 
people high, must be in a 
prescription container listing 
the percentage of THC on the 
label.

Moore said that, as of 
September, there were 
453 physicians registered 
to request cards for their 

patients. They are certified 
through the Georgia 
Composite Medical Board 
and must submit semi-annual 
reports tracking the patient’s 
progress.

“Any doctor can enter into 
the database… so the patient’s 
existing doctor, who they 
already have a relationship 
with, can enter them into the 
registry,” she said.

Caregivers also can get 
cards — a little over 2,700 have 
them — and there were 2,682 
patients enrolled.

Moore said 55 percent 
of the patients are treating 
seizures or end-stage cancer 
with the oil. Another 25 
percent have severe or end-
stage multiple sclerosis, 
peripheral neuropathy or 
Crohn’s disease.

Other conditions approved 
for the treatment are severe or 
end-stage amyotrophic lateral 
sclerosis, mitochondrial 
disease, Parkinson’s 
disease, sickle cell disease, 
Tourette’s syndrome, autism, 
epidermolysis bullosa, 
Alzheimer’s disease and AIDS.

Forty percent of the 
patients on the registry 
are ages 50 and older, with 
another 31 percent in the 
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