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CURTAINS RISE AT AREA SCHOOLS 
Student actors across the region are getting ready  

to show off their talents in an eclectic selection of plays, musicals. E1.

Serving Greater Johnstown since 1853

BY DAVID HURST
DHURST@TRIBDEM.COM

The thought of a local school 
becoming the target of a  
violent attack can be frighten-
ing.

But even though recent 
threats to schools in the region 
have been either thwarted by 
law enforcement or determined 
to be unfounded, the topic 
should still be talked about  
– by parents and their children, 
school and law enforcement 
officials, and members of the 
community as a whole, two area 
mental health experts said this 
week.

Communication not only is 
the best way to cope with unset-
tling incidents, but also can be 
the key to prevent similar inci-
dents in the future – a lesson 
learned from some of Amer-
ica’s deadliest school attacks, 
said Adam Kleinman, a certi-
fied trauma therapist and clin-
ical director for Choices Clinical 
Counseling.

“When incidents like this are 
reported, everyone should be 
communicating about it,” said 
Kleinman.

‘You aren’t alone’
Advocates: Talk to kids about school threats

BY JOSHUA BYERS
JBYERS@TRIBDEM.COM

Westmont Hilltop High School 
students are greeted each morning 
at the door by the school police offi-
cer or security guards, an adminis-
trator and a school counselor.

Students are asked to remove 
hats and hoods as they enter the 
building, and if a student is noticed 
acting out of character, educators 
are quick to check in and make sure 

everything is OK. Procedures at the 
elementary school are similar.

The district’s security measures 
include hundreds of cameras, visi-
tor screenings and numerous men-
tal health supports for students.

“School safety is always evolving,” 
Superintendent Thomas Mitchell 
said. “We’re always learning.”

Westmont Hilltop has been  

‘School safety is always evolving’

 TODD BERKEY/THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT

Jason Hunter, Westmont Hilltop School District school police officer, greets students at an entrance to Westmont Hilltop High School on Thursday. Hunt-
er’s job is part of a district security apparatus that is always improving, district officials said in the wake of high-profile alleged threats to their schools.

Mitchell

BY JOSHUA BYERS
JBYERS@TRIBDEM.COM

Members of the Westmont Hilltop 
School District board’s Safe Schools 
Committee are confident in the group’s 
work to keep school buildings secure and 
make sure students, staff and faculty stay 
safe.

“I don’t think anyone looks at this as 
deep as we do,” said school board mem-
ber David Angeletti. He is the chairman 
of the Safe Schools Committee’s Pro-

tection Subcommittee, which includes 
school board members, district admin-
istrators, transportation specialists, 
emergency services personnel and law 
enforcement officers.

Jeffrey Masterson, chairman of the 
Safe Schools Committee, said Angelet-
ti’s job is focused on improving securi-
ty at the district’s schools. He’s joined in 

that task by the district’s full-time school 
police officer, Jason Hunter; two part-
time school police officers; and security 
guards hired through Gittings Protective 
Services Inc., among others.

The other side of the coin is the Pre-
vention Subcommittee, headed by high 

Board members’ minds on keeping students safe

Angeletti Masterson

Please see TALK, A2

Communicating 
about trauma is 
key to beating it, 
local experts say

Please see SAFETY, A2

Threats case puts security in 
spotlight at Westmont Hilltop

“The message needs 
to be for everyone: 
‘No matter what 
you’re going through, 
you aren’t alone.’ ”

ADAM KLEINMAN,  
TRAUMA THERAPIST

Please see BOARD, A2

Committees focus on protection, prevention

BY DAVE SUTOR
DSUTOR@TRIBDEM.COM

For almost a century, the Johnstown branch of 
the American Association of University Women has 
provided countless educational resources, business 
opportunities and cultural experiences for its mem-
bers and the community.

The organization’s first official meeting took place 
at the city’s Franklin Street United Methodist Church 
on Oct. 18, 1923.

The chapter is celebrating its centennial year in in 

March, which is Women’s History Month. Georgia 
Yeager, chapter co-president, said the month “aligns 
with our mission.”

“It raises awareness of women in many pioneer-
ing roles if we’re looking back in history, and then we 
have women who are making current history,” Yeager 
said in an interview at Flood City Cafe downtown. 

“I think it’s important for young women to see these 
pioneers, these current role models, to know what 

University women’s group celebrates  
100 years of education and advocacy

Nina Girard, centennial 
celebration chairwoman 
for the American Associ-
ation of University Wom-
en’s Johnstown branch; 

chapter Co-President 
Georgia Yeager; and past 
chapter President Anne 
Fattman (from left) talk 
on Monday at Flood City 

Cafe in downtown Johns-
town about the chapter’s 

100th anniversary.

THOMAS SLUSSER/ 
THE TRIBUNE-DEMOCRAT

Please see WOMEN, A2

BY PATRICK BUCHNOWSKI
PBUCHNOWSKI@TRIBDEM.COM

A deadly animal tranquilizer 
that’s causing overdose deaths 
in big cities such as Philadel-
phia is in western Pennsylva-
nia and coming to Johnstown, 
authorities say.

Xylazine, also known as 
“tranq,” “tranq dope” and “zom-
bie drug,” is used for sedation 
and anesthesia of large animals 
such as cattle and horses. When 
mixed with fentanyl or heroin 
and used by humans, its impact 
can be devastating, leading to 
death and skin lesions that can 
result in amputations.

The U.S. Food and Drug 
Administration announced 
Tuesday it will restrict imports 
of xylazine, which has become 
a common street drug in Puer-
to Rico.

Will xylazine turn up in  
Johnstown?

“Absolutely,” said Thomas 
Owens, Stonycreek Township 
police corporal and former chief 
detective of the Cambria Coun-
ty Drug Task Force. “If it’s in 
Philadelphia, it’s only a matter 
of time before we see it here.”

Much of the area’s illegal 
drug trade flows from Philadel-
phia, New York and Pittsburgh, 
he said.

People report using xylazine 
or xylazine-containing drugs by 
injecting, snorting, swallowing 
or inhaling. Xylazine in humans 
slows breathing, heart rate and 
blood pressure to dangerously 
low levels.

Xylazine is just one of many 
additives found in an illicit drug 
supply that has shifted from her-
oin, a natural opioid derived 

‘Zombie 
drug’ is 
looming
Police: Deadly animal 
tranquilizer xylazine 
pops up in region as 
feds restrict imports

Please see DRUG, A2

“If it’s in 
Philadelphia, it’s 
only a matter of time 
before we see it here.”

THOMAS OWENS, 
STONYCREEK TOWNSHIP 

POLICE CORPORAL, ON 
‘ZOMBIE DRUG’ XYLAZINE

Johnstown Magazine
takes home top honors 
in company contest. A3.

LOCAL

Conemaugh Twp., 
Penn Cambria, Berlin 
boys win hoops gold. C1.
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Trend of threats

Law enforcement officials 
responded to eight threat inci-
dents involving area schools 
in the 35 days from Jan. 2 to  
Feb. 6.

Threats against a Conemaugh 
Valley school dance and Great-
er Johnstown and Westmont 
Hilltop schools led police to file 
charges against minors – the 
most recent of which involved 
a juvenile accused of posting 
threatening notes at two West-
mont Hilltop schools on two 
separate days before being 
apprehended Feb. 6. Other 
reported threats were deemed 
to be unfounded.

But when a threat is made 
against a school, the act itself 
“causes trauma,” regardless of 
whether or not it ends up being 
deemed credible, added Derik 
Berkebile, a Richland Town-
ship-based licensed clinical 
social worker.

‘It’s about listening’

For many people – parents 
included – school violence can 
be a difficult subject to talk 
about, evoking uncomfortable 
memories of deadly attacks on 
students at Columbine, Sandy 
Hook and other schools, Berke-
bile said.

But families should talk 
about it nevertheless, he said. 

His advice to parents: Ask 
children if they have any 
thoughts or worries.

“I think there’s sort of a fear 
that talking about this kind of 
thing puts fear into children,” 
he said, “but sitting down and 
asking your child if they have 
any concerns about something 
that happened at school – or 
about a threat – isn’t going to 
cause fear. It’s the threat itself 
that does that.”

If left to sort out difficult, 
stressful situations on their 
own, children can have a ten-
dency to “bury” their thoughts 
and feelings, Kleinman said. 

“It starts with loving, con-
nected parenting,” he said. “It’s 
about listening to what they 
say.”

Parents should believe chil-
dren and work to alleviate 
their concerns, perhaps by call-
ing their school to get more 
answers that can help reassure 

them about a situation, Klein-
man and Berkebile said.

Families should also pay 
attention if children raise con-
cerns about unusual behav-
iors by other students, too, they 
said.

“If they tell you something 
odd that happens at school, 
alert their school and share it 
with authorities,” said Klein-
man. “Time after time, we’ve 
seen cases where there were 
‘warning signs’ before terrible 
shootings, but nobody said any-
thing about it.”

Traumatic events can impact 
children differently. 

Parents can ease those con-
cerns through care and commu-
nication, Kleinman and Berke-
bile said. Schools across the 
region also offer in-house sup-
port when tragedies and unex-
pected events occur.

But Kleinman and Berke-
bile urged people to be aware of 
sudden changes in children that 
might signify that they need 
outside support.

“When you start seeing sud-
den behavior changes, resis-
tance or truancy issues, those 
are (flags) that they need help,” 
Berkebile said. Sudden appetite 
loss, vomiting, agitation and 
“fight-or-flight responses” are 
other signs, he added. 

Schools need to 
communicate, too

Over the last two months, 
some parents have said that 
some districts and law enforce-
ment agencies have been more 
forthcoming than others about 
alleged threats in which juve-
niles have been charged with 
crimes.

Some Westmont Hilltop par-
ents have expressed frustration 
about what they said was the 
lack of details released in the 
latest case, with school officials 
directing some questions to the 
Cambria County District Attor-
ney’s Office.

The local mental health 
experts who spoke with The 
Tribune-Democrat this week 
did not delve into any specific 
school threat cases. 

But speaking generally, 
Berkebile said schools also have 
to play a role in the communi-
cation process during difficult 
times.

“By not communicating or 
miscommunicating informa-
tion about a potentially dan-
gerous situation, parents aren’t 
able to make informed deci-

sions about their children’s 
safety,” he said. “They won’t be 
able to alleviate some of those 
traumatic effects ... or make a 
decision on what to do about it. 
... No parent wants to feel pow-
erless to help their child.”

“I think a lot of schools are 
doing a great job right now 
communicating their commu-
nities – as they should,” Klein-
man said. 

“When you don’t have accu-
rate information or details 
aren’t being communicated, 
people panic. They start filling 
in the blanks themselves and 
can make things worse.”

‘Not alone’

Kleinman said children today 
are living in difficult times. 

Their routines were inter-
rupted by the global COVID-
19 pandemic in 2020 – and 
a 2021 Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention study 
showed a sharp rise in mental 
distress among children. One in 
five reported suicidal thoughts, 
Kleinman noted.

With social media a constant 
part of children’s lives, there’s 
often no escape from their 
stressors. That also applies to a 
far smaller percentage of teens 
– the tiny fraction who decide 
to plan out attacks on schools 
and classmates each year, they 
said.

“People who are hurt hurt 
people,” Kleinman said. “With 
kids at this age, school feels like 
it’s their entire life.”

And for one reason or anoth-
er, some children get to a point 
where they feel they they have 
no other alternatives. 

Rather than turning to some-
one for support, they look for 
ways to inflict harm on them-
selves and others around them, 
he said.

“The message needs to be 
for everyone: ‘No matter what 
you’re going through, you aren’t 
alone,” Kleinman said.

And help is available at any 
time.

“The good thing now is that 
more people understand now 
that there’s nothing wrong with 
reaching out and asking for 
help,” he said. “Mental health 
isn’t as (stigmatized) as it was 
before. There’s a huge focus on 
it today.”

David Hurst is a reporter for 
The Tribune-Democrat. Follow 
him on Twitter and Instagram 
@TDDavidHurst.

TALK
Continued from A1

scrutinized after a 14-year-old girl allegedly left 
a threatening note at the high school on Jan. 30,  
then allegedly left another note and broke a 
window at the elementary school before being 
arrested early Feb. 6. That broken window was 
replaced the same morning, officials said.

Since then, some parents have voiced concerns 
to the school board about transparency and safe-
ty.

After each incident, district and law enforce-
ment officials cited juvenile law and the ongoing 
investigation as reasons why they 
couldn’t reveal more information 
to the public about what happened 
– although school board members 
aim to improve in that area.

What has been discovered is that 
police audio logs indicate the sus-
pect had a firearm when she was 
apprehended Feb. 6.

School officials say they are 
always working to improve security 
measures moving forward.

“We do a lot,” Mitchell said. 
“We’re constantly working on 

both sides of the house on this.”
Mitchell said security cameras 

are regularly updated. The district has a total of 
260 cameras at its two school buildings, inside 
and out.

For example, the camera that produced a 
zoomed-in, cropped and grainy image of the sus-
pect in the threat case on Jan. 30 has already 
been replaced with a better model.

“We do our best to make sure everyone 
is safe and secure,” said the district’s school 
police officer, Jason Hunter, who was hired in  
August. “We’re doing very well.”

Hunter has 35 years of experience in law 
enforcement and spent much of his career with 
the police department in Conemaugh Township, 
Somerset County. 

Compared to his past police work, including a 
stint as a detective in the Somerset County Dis-
trict Attorney’s Office, he said, working with stu-
dents in a school is a different but positive expe-
rience.

“It’s always something new,” Hunter said. “It 
helps being a parent and a grandparent.”

He added that he knows the school police offi-
cer at Conemaugh Township Area School Dis-
trict and the school resource officer at Windber 
Area School District, and the trio often discuss 
the ins and outs of their positions.

Putting money to use

Westmont Hilltop secured a more than 
$240,000 Pennsylvania Commission on Crime 
and Delinquency (PCCD) grant in the fall and 
landed its second state Safe Schools grant for a 
school police officer in February. Those allot-
ments are in addition to other security grants 
received in the past.

What resulted in the first grant was the dis-
trict’s many behavioral and physical baseline 

security criteria that meet the PCCD’s Tier Three 
standards for best practices, Mitchell said, such 
as using school climate survey data to guide pol-
icies, implementing bullying prevention and 
involving local police in the district.

With that funding, administrators plan to 
install alarms on exterior doors at both school 
buildings and magnetic access points on interi-
or doors, including between the gymnasium and 
Knowledge Commons at the high school, so that 
“pods” can be created in emergencies and access 
to parts of the schools can be restricted during 
extracurricular activities.

Some of the money will go toward mental 
health supports, which are broken into three 
tiers.

The first tier is “universal” and 
impacts nearly all students at the 
high school, who have access to 
the Sandy Hook Promise pro-
gramming, which includes “Start 
with Hello” for seventh-graders 
and “Say Something” for sopho-
mores; the prevention program 
Botvin Life Skills; suicide preven-
tion events; and Safe2Say assem-
blies and the Rachel’s Challenge 
FOR club for students in seventh 
through 12th grades.

During odd school years, stu-
dents in each high school grade 
take the Pennsylvania Youth Sur-

vey, a universal behavioral health screener, and 
trauma-skilled lessons.

The second tier of mental health support is 
designed for at-risk students and includes the 
recently approved prevention-based Blues Pro-
gram, the Healing Patch grief and loss group, 
and programs from Victim Services Inc.

The third tier includes targeted and intensive 
interventions for “high-risk students” that range 
from Alternative Community Resource Program 
outpatient counseling, the new REACH/RISE 
counselor, trauma counseling with Victim Ser-
vices and other impact-based outpatient coun-
seling.

Westmont Hilltop employs five full-time school 
counselors between both buildings, plus two 
social workers who are available for students.

As for physical security, all outside doors are 
locked after the beginning of the day and period-
ically checked by staff to ensure there’s been no 
unlawful entry. 

Other safety measures include mesh overlays 
on classroom door windows that obscure views 
inside, and all glass in the district is shatterproof. 

There are identification-checking devices in 
the foyer of each building into which guests have 
to place their driver’s licenses during every visit 
to the schools.

The district also employs a full-time school 
police officer, Hunter, and two part-time school 
police officers, and it contracts with Gittings Pro-
tective Security Inc. for several services.

In total, Westmont spent roughly $800,000 
in the past year on security and mental health, 
Mitchell said.

Joshua Byers is a reporter for The Tribune-Dem-
ocrat. He can be reached at 814-532-5054. Follow 
him on Twitter @Journo_Josh.

SAFETY
Continued from A1

school Assistant Principal Wil-
liam Aurandt, which aims to 
stop problems before they start. 

That group’s focus includes 
the district’s school counselors, 
the Safe2Say reporting program, 
the anti-violence Sandy Hook 
Promise and Rachel’s Chal-
lenge programs, and the recent-
ly adopted Blues Program, a free 
“evidence-based mental well-
ness program” for high schoolers 
offered through The Learning 
Lamp.

Masterson, who has served 
on the school board for about 10 
years, said protecting students 
has been the Safe Schools Com-
mittee’s central goal since its 
inception. His discussions with 
former board President Dan Hill 
got the group off the ground.

“From the get-go, we want-
ed to make this school as safe as 
we possibly can without making 
it seem or appear like a fortress,” 
Masterson said.

Some highlights of the group’s 
efforts in the past six years or so 
include an increase in the num-
ber of security cameras in the 
district to cover more angles; 
better control of who can enter 
schools; and regular risk assess-
ment evaluations by both Git-
tings and the state police.

Local law enforcement offi-
cers and other first respond-
ers are also regularly brought in 
to familiarize themselves with 
the buildings’ layouts, and each 
classroom is numbered inside 

and out for better information- 
sharing in case of a crisis.

“There’s just a whole gamut of 
things we’re constantly looking 
at,” Masterson said. However, he 
and Angeletti stressed that they 
do not “rest on their laurels.”

Angeletti has a background in 
security, having designed secu-
rity systems for federal installa-
tions, he said. He described the 
Safe Schools Committee as one 
of the best in the state based 
on the school district’s size and 
said that Westmont Hilltop is 
one of the most secure districts 
in the region.

He joined the board around 
six years ago because of his own 
safety concerns as a parent. He 
recalled incidents that led him 
to speak out at board meetings, 
and after having a proposal for 
the hiring of a school resource 
officer ignored, he tossed his hat 
into the ring, wanting to make 
Westmont better for his children 
and all the other students.

What he discovered after 
being elected to the board was 
that the process for improve-
ment is slow, as it is for other 
educational matters, too. Still, 
he’s confident that the state of 
security at the district is much 
better than it was six years ago.

Within the past year, West-
mont Hilltop hired its first 
school police officer, Karissa 
Grossman, who left the job a 
few months later. Hunter took 
the position in August. It’s also 
expanded mental health services 
in the district and expanded on 
its contract with Gittings.

“We are in a position to say 
we’re doing everything we 

know how to, and thankfully it’s 
worked out,”Angeletti said.

Moving forward, Masterson 
and Angeletti said they’ll keep 
evaluating the state of securi-
ty at the district, and although 
they can’t reveal every piece of 
the emergency operations plan, 
there are plans in the works to 
improve the district’s dialogue 
with parents to try and release 
more information.

And they’re confident the 
existing procedures worked 
during the recent threats.

Angeletti noted that the dis-
trict evacuated hundreds of stu-
dents and staff from the high 
school and reunified students 
with their parents effectively 
after the first note was found, 
and that throughout both inci-
dents, no one was hurt and the 
suspect was arrested without 
incident.

Masterson added that, while 
that emergency dismissal 
went well, the issue presents a 
prime example of the need for 
a cellphone tower near the high 
school on Fair Oaks Drive in 
the Woodmont area of Upper 
Yoder Township, which is a dead 
zone for service. That issue has 
been held up in court for years 
after some Woodmont residents 
pushed back against the propos-
al to build the structure.

The next Safe Schools Com-
mittee meeting will be at 4 p.m. 
Tuesday at the high school.

Joshua Byers is a report-
er for The Tribune-Democrat. 
He can be reached at 814-532-
5054. Follow him on Twitter  
@Journo_Josh.
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Because of an advanced printing schedule, the comic strip “Dilbert” will appear in the 
Weekend editions on Saturday and March 11. The comic will be discontinued after March 11. The 
comic strip has already been discontinued daily.

EDITOR’S NOTE

they can be. It’s our mission – research, educa-
tion and advocacy.”

Yeager added: “I think that women’s histo-
ry is important, and I bet that if you would poll 
the community they would say that it’s important 
– but I remember not too long ago being asked 
what I was doing in a man’s job, and we’re not 
talking 50 years ago. We’re talking, like, 10 years 
ago. So we can never lose sight of the fact that 
we need to raise awareness. We need to provide 
opportunities.”

Chapter members will continue to offer posi-
tive examples to local girls who live in a much 
different world than their counterparts did in the 
1920s.

“Research shows that young women have a ten-
dency to choose careers that they have seen mod-
eled in their lives,” said Nina Girard, chairwom-
an for the 100th anniversary celebration. “They 
know what a nurse does. They know what a teach-
er does. Sometimes they don’t know what an engi-
neer does. And so I think part of the efforts and 
part of the things that have changed over the years 
is that those are more visible.

“They see role models in those careers, and 
so they are able to choose them, I think, a little 
more perceptively. They know what those careers 
are like.”

AAUW was formed in 1881 in Boston with the 
goal of empowering women. There are now more 
than 1,000 branches, with membership open to 
any woman who has earned an associate degree 
or greater.

Approximately 130 women in Johnstown 
would have met the requirements to join at the 
time the organization was founded, according to 
historic records, when less than 10% of women 
in the United States graduated from college.

“Things were a lot more formal, I think, when 
the organization started,” said Anne Fattman, 
a member of the local chapter for more than  
50 years. “They certainly knew that women 
didn’t have the same opportunities that men 
had. That changed.

“We changed a little bit, too. We’re still try-
ing to get girls to think about jobs in areas other 
than a nurse, a teacher or working in the com-
mercial field, a secretary. Those were the three 
areas that were open to women, I think, when 
I came out of high school. We didn’t know what 
was available. That was the hard thing.”

Throughout its history, the local AAUW has 
conducted presentations at schools, honored out-
standing women with awards, hosted book club 
meetings, supported the community in tough 
times such as the 1977 flood, provided scholar-
ships to high school seniors, and funded endow-
ments at Pennsylvania Highlands Communi-
ty College and the University of Pittsburgh at  
Johnstown. The organization has held an annual 
used book sale since the 1950s.

“Literacy has always been an important part of 
AAUW, literacy and education,” Yeager said. “That 
is big in our mission here in town. That’s why we 
raise funds, so that we can give scholarships.”

Seminars and workshops on a wide variety of 
subjects have also been hosted.

“I can remember it was an opportunity for a 
lot of us who stayed at home to take care of chil-
dren to get out and go to a stimulating program,”  
Fattman said. “We felt that we learned some-
thing and we could contribute in a small way.”

Anniversary celebration activities are already 
underway. Women Business Enterprises recog-
nitions are posted on the group’s Facebook page. 
Significant events in the chapter’s history are 
being remembered with Centennial Citations.

On Thursday, members plan to gather at Asia-
go’s Tuscan Italian near the top of the Johnstown 
Inclined Plane to watch the historic Stone Bridge 
in the valley below be lit in AAUW colors.

The “AAUW Empowering Women for a 
Century” exhibit is scheduled to be displayed 
from March 30 through the end of May at the  
Johnstown Area Heritage Association’s Frank & 
Sylvia Pasquerilla Discovery Heritage Center in 
the Cambria City neighborhood. It will include 
timelines, newspaper clippings, artifacts, photo-
graphs and posters from the local chapter. Part of 
the exhibit will later be displayed at other sites.

“This is one of the exhibits that really came 
out of the community,” JAHA President Richard 
Burkert said. “They wanted to involve us in their 
anniversary planning, and we’re happy to accom-
modate them. It’s kind of a place where they can 
meet and get together. It’s an opportunity to real-
ly celebrate what the organization has done over 
the years. It really showcases it to the rest of the 
community.”

Finally, on Oct. 18, the chapter plans to hold 
an event at Franklin Street United Methodist 
Church that will include a covered-dish dinner, 
just like the founders held a century earlier.

Dave Sutor is a reporter for The Tribune- 
Democrat. He can be reached at 814-532-5056. 
Follow him on Twitter @Dave_Sutor.
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from poppy plants, to lab-made 
synthetics such as fentanyl.

The Drug Enforcement 
Administration said the north-
east U.S. saw the highest num-
ber of xylazine-positive over-
dose deaths in 2020 and 2021, 
with 1,912. 

From 2015 to 2020, the per-
centage of all overdose deaths 
involving xylazine increased 
from 2% to 26% in Pennsylva-
nia, according to the National 
Institute on Drug Abuse.

Narcan has no effect on xyla-
zine because it is not an opioid.

Xylazine already has crept 
into the area. Indiana County 
recorded a xylazine-related over-
dose death in July 2022. Som-
erset County has had several 
recent cases involving xylazine 
and fentanyl, including one in 
Windber, Acting District Attor-
ney Molly Metzgar said.

“While it is unfortunate that 
this substance has made its way 
into our county, our office along 
with local law enforcement 
intends to be as vigilant as ever 
in getting these lethal mixtures 
off of the streets,” Metzgar said.

Somerset Borough police 
Chief Randy Cox said patrol offi-
cers must be trained and cau-
tious when handling xylazine.

“This drug we haven’t seen in 

the borough,” Cox said. “We have 
to prepare the officers to recog-
nize it and what personal haz-
ards there might be to the offi-
cers who might come across it.”

He referenced fentanyl, say-
ing even casual skin contact 
can cause an officer to suffer an 
overdose.

Tips to police help identify 
new drugs in communities.

“A lot of times it’s word of 
mouth,” Conemaugh Township 
police Chief Vincent Zangaglia 
said. “A lot of times it’s confiden-
tial informants and local agen-
cies who give us a heads-up.”

Patrick Buchnowski is a 
reporter for The Tribune- 
Democrat. 
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“We do our best 
to make sure 

everyone is safe 
and secure. We’re 
doing very well.”

JASON HUNTER, 
WESTMONT HILLTOP 
SCHOOL DISTRICT 
POLICE OFFICER
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