
Rappahannock Rapidan Community Services 

Program Committee Meeting 

August 22, 2017 – 1:00 PM – Bradford Road Offices 

Agenda 

 

1. Call to order:  Donalda Lovelace, Chair 
 

2. Review of agenda for additions / deletions 
 

3. Presentation on RRCS QA functions:  Brian and three QA staff, Valerie Sparks, Laurie Dodson and 
Courtney Janeski (attached) 
 

4. RRCS prescribing practices, changes related to the use of benzodiazepines (attached) – Brian and 
Ryan 
 

5. Other updates 
 

6. Adjourn 



Rappahannock Rapidan Community Services 

Program Committee Meeting / August 22 

Quality Management 

Background:  RRCS has three, full time QA (Quality Assurance) staff who report to the Executive 
Director.  Although the QA staff collaborate on a number of activities they each have distinct roles and 
support functions they provide to RRCS programs as described below.  The current position incumbents 
are Valerie Sparks, Laurie Dodson and Courtney Janeski. 

CHRIS (Client Human Rights Information System):  This is a web-based reporting system used to report 
all serious incidents and human rights allegations and investigative outcomes required by all programs 
licensed by the Dept. of Behavioral Health and Developmental Services.  The QA staff report all RRCS 
activity into this system within 24 hours of the incident.  This is a shared, collaborative QA activity. 

QA Areas of Specialty: 

1. Critical Incident Reporting 
2. Human Rights and Complaint Handling 
3. Critical Incident and Human Rights Investigative Functions 
4. Health and Safety (see Health and Safety Committee below) 
5. Regulatory Compliance and Program Support 
6. Record Review and Data Quality 
7. Privacy and Confidentiality 
8. Subpoena Handling / Response and Record Release / Request practices 
9. Record Archives (Retention and Destruction) 
10. Use of the Electronic Health Record platform (Credible) and support / management of Federal 

requirements about use, client portals, security and client screening.  (see Credible Core Team 
description below) 

Health and Safety Committee:  This internal work committee is comprised of representatives from all 
RRCS programs and is facilitated by QA staff.  This committee is responsible for all aspects of facility and 
client health and safety.   

Credible Core Team:  QA is represented on this internal work team that oversees the Credible platform 
and its use by RRCS.  This team is facilitated by Anna McFalls and has been in place since we began using 
Credible.   

Summaries / Examples 

Valerie Sparks:  #5, #10 

Laurie Dodson:  #2, #6, #7, #8, #3 

Courtney Janeski:  #1, #3, #4, #9, #6 

Questions / Discussion 
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BENZODIAZEPINES 

What are Benzodiazepines? 

Benzodiazepines, commonly known as 
“benzos” or “tranquilizers” are a class of 
psychoactive drugs used to treat a 
variety of health conditions. . 

 

According to Nordqvist (2016), benzos 
are one of the most commonly 
prescribed medications in the United 
States today. 

How do Benzos Work? 

Benzos work in stimulating the 
neurotransmitter gammaaminobutyric 
acid (GABA), which is within the central 
nervous system (Griffin III, et al., 2013). 
This results in various type of effects, 
including sedative, hypnotic (sleep-
inducing), anxiolytic (anti-anxiety), 
anticonvulsant, and muscle relaxant. 
Each type of benzodiazepine varies in its 
potency, speed of metabolism, and 
therapeutic use  

 

What are the Types of Benzos? 
Benzos are generally divided into three 
categories: short-acting, intermediate-
acting, and long-acting.  

According to the San Diego Reference 
Laboratory (SDRL, 2017), short-acting 
benzos act for up to 6 hours and have 
minimal residual effects if taken before 
sleep. Short-acting benzos, including 
triazolam (Halcion) and midazolam 
(Versed, Hypnovel), are most 
common in the treatment of insomnia. 

Intermediate-acting benzos, including 
alprazolam (Xanax), clonazepam 
(Klonopin), lorazepam (Ativan), 
oxazepam (Serax), and temazepam 
(Restoril) provide an effect for 
between 6 and 10 hours (SDRL, 2017). 
While experiencing a longer effect from 
the medication, this type of benzos  

 

benzos is also associated with mild 
residual effects. They are most 
commonly prescribed for a variety of 
conditions, including anxiety disorders, 
seizure disorders, insomnia, and in some 
cases, is used as a form of anesthesia.  

Long-acting benzos, including 
chlordiazepoxie (Librium), diazepam 
(Valium), and flurazepam (Dalmante) 
have strong, persistent sedative effects 
(SDRL, 2017). They are often prescribed 
to treat anxiety disorders as well as for 
treatment for individuals undergoing 
alcohol or benzo withdrawal. Because of 
their long acting nature, this type of 
benzos has a cumulative effect on 
individuals (meaning that the effect of 
taking the medication is more 
pronounced the longer you take them).  

 

References 

Most Common Conditions Treated by Benzos 

Generalized Anxiety Disorder 

Insomnia 

Seizures 

Alcohol Withdrawal 

Panic Disorder 

Benzodiazepines are indicated for the short term 
treatment (one month or less) of Generalized Anxiety 
Disorder (GAD; National Institute of Health and Clinical 
Excellence, 2016). For longer term treatment, selective 
serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs) are recommended.  

 
The American Psychiatric Association (2009) supports 
the short-term use of benzodiazepines for the initial 
treatment of the anxiety associated with panic disorder 
due to the rapid effects of the medication. Longer term 
use of benzodiazepines for the treatment of panic 
disorder, however, is not recommended (National 
Institute of Health and Clinical Excellence, 2016). 

 
Benzodiazepines have been shown effective in the 
treatment of seizure disorder, however, Ochoa and 
Kilgo (2016) identified that concerns about adverse 
effects of long-term benzo use result in such 
medications being used as an acute treatment as 
opposed to long term care. 

 According to American Addiction Centers (2017), 
benzodiazepines are often used in detoxification 
treatment for individuals with alcohol use disorders. 
Use of benzodiazepines during this acute stage of 
detoxification serves to reduce the risk of severe 
withdrawal symptoms.  

 
Nordqvist (2016) notes that benzodiazepines are 
sometimes prescribed for the acute treatment of 
severe insomnia. Due to the potential for increased 
tolerance or misuse, however, prescription of this 
medication class is limited to either a short duration or 
an irregular/as needed basis. 
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While the number of individuals prescribed benzodiazepines over the past two decades has increased by 
more than 67%, with the quantity of benzodiazepine pills tripling over that same time (Bachhuber, et al., 

2016), continued research raising concerns about adverse effects of long term use (ie., a significant 
increase in the number of overdoses related to benzo use) has resulted in the Rappahannock Rapidan 
Community Services (RRCS) revaluating our use of prescription benzodiazepines in the treatment of 

various mental health condition.  

In an effort to provide evidence-based, safe and effective treatment for the individuals served in 
Culpeper, Fauquier, Madison, Orange, and Rappahannock counties, RRCS will be significantly reducing 

and in many cases eliminating the use of benzodiazepines in our outpatient clinics.  

If you are currently a client receiving a prescription for a benzodiazepine, your prescriber will be 
speaking to you about a plan to safely and effectively taper you from these medications, while exploring 

other potential treatment options (ie., including the availability of therapeutic counseling services). In 
the event that you wish for a more rapid taper from your benzodiazepine, please contact out office 

(540) 825-5656 (Culpeper) or (540) 347-7620 (Fauquier) to be scheduled with the prescriber to evaluate 
additional options (ie., detox services).  
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What are the Risks and Side Effects of Benzo Use? 

When taken with other 
drugs, especially alcohol 

or opiates, 
benzodiazepine use can 

be significantly 
dangerous and, in some 
cases, fatal. In fact, the 

number of deaths 
attributed to 

benzodiazepines nearly 
quadrupled between 

1999 and 2010 with 75% 
of these deaths involving 

opioid use  

(Storrs, 2016).  

Individuals taking benzodiazepines may 
experience various side effects, including: 
 

• Aggression 
• Confusion 
• Depressed Feelings 
• Disorientation 
• Dizziness 
• Drowsiness/Sedation 
• Excitement 
• Grogginess 
• Headache 
• Impaired Coordination 
• Irritability 
• Memory Impairment 
• Muscle Weakness 
• Sleep Disturbances 
• Trembling 
• Unsteadiness 
• Vision Problems 

 

Should you experience any of the above side 
effects of taking the medication, please 
consult with your provider.  

 

Side Effects Risks 

Long-term use of benzodiazepines has been 
linked to physical dependence and increased 
tolerance. Discontinuing use abruptly or 
without the care of a physician result in 
serious and sometimes life-threatening 
withdrawal symptoms, including but not 
limited to the following: 

• Feelings of Depression 
• Muscle Cramps 
• Seizures 
• Sweating 
• Tremors 
• Trouble Sleeping 

As a result of these potential side effects, 
individuals prescribed benzodiazepines should 
not stop taking their medications without first 
consulting with their prescriber. In most cases, 
individuals will need to be slowly tapered off 
of their benzodiazepine medication. 

All individuals on long term benzodiazepines 
should consult with their prescriber about 
potential treatment options 
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Rappahannock Rapidan Community Services 
 

BENZODIAZEPINE TAPER 
WHAT TO EXPECT? 

 

Increasing concerns regarding outcomes associated with long-term 
benzodiazepine use have resulted in a re-assessment of our current 
prescribing practices. As a result of this evaluation, our agency will be 
working with individuals currently prescribed benzodiazepines to explore 
alternative treatment options. 

 

Benefits of Eliminating Benzodiazepine Use 

According to Choose Help (2017), discontinuing benzodiazepines makes perfect sense 
under the care of qualified professionals. The following are several reasons to quit: 

1. Benzodiazepines are intended for the short-term relief of symptoms (ie., insomnia or 
anxiety). Because of the increase in tolerance associated with this medication class, 
there is evidence that effectiveness of these medications disappears within a few 
weeks of use (Choose Help, 2017). In place of their effectiveness, benzodiazepines 
have been associated with a drugged up feelings and can in many cases worsen the 
anxiety it was intended to address. 

2. Benzodiazepines are associated with various negative side effects, including but not 
limited to fatigue, headache, irritability, and memory problems. While tolerance of 
benzodiazepines increases overtime, the same cannot be said for an individual’s 
degree of tolerance to the side effects. Individuals may find themselves needing a 
higher dose of medications at the risk of also experiencing increased side effects.  

3. Benzodiazepines are associated with various interactions with other drugs. Individuals 
taking or using sedatives, for example, may find an increase in their level of intoxication 
when taking benzodiazepines. These effects can increase an individual’s risk of 
dangerous consequences, including the possibility of a fatal drug overdose.  

Risks of Eliminating Benzodiazepine Use 

Because of the increased tolerance and physiological dependence associated with 
benzodiazepine use, deciding to discontinue use of benzodiazepines can be a difficult 
choice for many individuals. The following are several concerns individuals have about 
discontinuing benzodiazepine use: 

1. Discontinuing benzodiazepines is often associated with the presence of various 
uncomfortable withdrawal symptoms (ie., sleeping issues, irritability, poor 
concentration, etc.+). Such symptoms can be avoided, however, by working with your 
prescriber to identify a slow taper plan 

2. Individuals often are concerned about the potential return of the symptoms that 
resulted in them being placed on benzodiazepines in the first place. While an increase 
in anxiety is a potential symptom of benzodiazepine withdrawal, such symptoms are 
temporary in nature. 

 

 

Options for Discontinuing 
Benzodiazepine Use 

Discontinuing long-term benzodiazepine 
use abruptly without appropriate medical 
attention can have negative and in some 
cases fatal effects. As such, it is important 
to discuss all options for discontinuing 
benzodiazepine use with your medical 
professional. Some of the available 
options for benzodiazepine elimination 
include the following: 

• Inpatient Medical Detoxification – 
an option for individuals seeking 
more rapid discontinuation of 
benzodiazepine use. Medical 
detoxification is performed under 
the supervision and care of 
medical professionals with a focus 
on reducing the negative 
withdrawal symptoms associated 
with stopping use.  

• Direct Taper – a slow, gradual 
approach focused on the 
reduction of withdrawal symptoms, 
while allowing individuals to feel like 
they are in control. Direct taper 
approaches involve steady 
reductions in the dosage of 
medications prescribed which are 
supplemented with increased 
frequency of visits with an 
individual’s prescriber. Often this 
approach involves the offering of 
supplemental coping skills and 
other groups to offer additional 
support.  

• Substitution Taper – often provided 
as an option for individuals on a 
slow acting benzodiazepine like 
Xanax. In this approach, individuals 
are first transitioned to a longer 
acting benzodiazepine prior to 
being tapered gradually from that 
medication.   
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Developing a Plan 

Once you and your prescriber decide on the type of withdrawal approach is best for you 
and your unique situation, it is time to come up with a plan.  

Medical Detoxification 

Should you and your prescriber decide that medical detoxification is your best option for 
discontinuing use of benzodiazepines, the medical staff with coordinate a prescreening with 
the crisis services department. During this prescreening, our crisis staff will gain additional 
information to be reviewed by medical staff at a detoxification facility to ensure that any 
detox program is suited towards your unique needs. If approved, outreach staff from the 
detoxification center will work with you to schedule a date to begin your treatment. 
Because this service involves 24/7 care, staff will also be available to help coordinate 
regarding your individual needs.  

Direct Taper 

Should you and your prescriber decide that a direct taper is your best option for successfully 
discontinuing benzodiazepines, the medical staff will work with you to develop a slow, taper 
schedule. On average, direct tapers involve approximately a 10% weekly or biweekly 
reduction in your medication dosage coupled with an increase in the frequency of 
appointments with your medical professional. Additionally, you will be offered to participate 
in weekly groups with other individuals who are also being tapered from benzodiazepines. 
These groups will focus on improving coping skills to promote overall mental health well-
being. 

Substitution Taper 

Should you and your prescriber decide that a substitution taper is your best option for 
discontinuing benzodiazepines, your prescriber will prescribe a longer acting 
benzodiazepine prior to developing a slow, direct taper schedule with you. As with the 
direct taper, the frequency of visits with the medical staff will increase and you will be 
offered additional services to help you deal with any issues you may experience as a result 
of discontinuing benzodiazepines.  

Discuss Additional Options 

Should you be concerned with the potential negative effects of discontinuing 
benzodiazepines (ie., concerned about returning anxiety or inability to cope), you should 
discuss with your prescriber additional resources to help you increase your success. The 
following have been shown to be successful in reducing withdrawal symptoms (Choose 
Help, 2017): 

• Improving diet and exercise 
• Utilizing mindfulness and meditation strategies 
• Participating in Cognitive Behavioral therapy (individual or group) 
• Avoiding using alcohol or drugs 
• Exploring alternative healing such as acupuncture 
• Drinking lots of water 
• Avoiding stressful situations when possible 
• Investigating other potential medications to control symptoms 
• Joining a Benzodiazepine Support Group such as Benzo Buddies 

(www.benzobuddies.org) 

 

 

 

Common Withdrawal 
Symptoms 

Not all individuals who discontinue 
benzodiazepines, even those who have 
used long term, will experience 
symptoms of withdrawal. Those who do 
experience withdrawal symptoms will 
likely experience only a few of those 
listed below. Please speak to your 
medical provider should you experience 
any of the following: 

• Increased Anxiety 
• Depression 
• Confused Thinking 
• Panic Attacks 
• Sleeping Problems 
• Paranoia 
• Disassociative Feelings 
• Shaking 
• Muscle Aches/Soreness 
• Irritability 
• Emotional Outbursts 
• Difficulty Concentrating 
• Suicidal Thoughts 
• Seizures 
• Symptoms Similar to the Flu 

According to DrugAbuse (2017), these 
symptoms of withdrawal can be 
intensified by the following: 

• Antidepressants 
• Antipsychotics 
• Mood Stabilizers 
• Vitamin B 
• Vitamin D 
• Magnesium 
• Alcohol 
• Caffeine 
• Artificial Sugars 
• Food Additives 
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