
Hi, just a reminder that you're receiving this email because you have expressed an interest in Patrick Malone & Associates. Don't  forget to add
pmalone@patrickmalonelaw.com to your address book so we'll  be sure to land in your inbox!

You may unsubscribe if you no longer wish to receive our emails.

Call Us Today 202-742-1500

Better Healthcare Newsletter from Patrick Malone

Dear Jessica,

No way around it: Pain, which accompanies so many diseases and
injuries, demands attention. But recent attempts to ease chronic pain
with powerful prescription narcotics have gone wrong, horribly so.

Big Pharma’s profiteering, physicians’ lax prescribing, and misguided
good intentions all around have become a lethal prescription for tens
of thousands of Americans who have been inundated with potent
painkillers.

This has created an opioid drug abuse epidemic, one of the deadliest
public health scourges to afflict the nation in recent times. We need to
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reckon with its carnage — and figure out how to stop it.

The path forward has many avenues. This month, we explore some
of the most promising.
 

Opioid prescription drugs are killing
tens of thousands

Mary Jo Curtis, 57, was found dead in her bed in June 2014. How
she came to that tragic end, with a fatal mix of painkillers and
alcohol, is just one example of the nation’s rampant opioid crisis.

Curtis, a Manassas, Virginia mom and insurance executive, had
fallen down stairs at her home and broken her ankle three years
before. She underwent multiple surgeries to try to repair her ankle, all
with the same doctor, Christopher Highfill, who practices with
Northern Virginia Orthopedic Specialists. He would have seen at the
outset from her medical records that Curtis struggled with alcohol and
other substance abuse and bipolar disorder.

And though he would note that she spoke only on occasion of “mild
pain” from her injury, he prescribed for her Percocet. That’s a
powerful and highly addictive painkiller, a branded form of the drug
oxycodone. Percocet carries by federal regulators’ orders a "black
box" warning — the strongest caution that can be offered to doctors
that it can be risky, especially for “addiction, abuse, and misuse.”

The doctor, a jury hearing a wrongful death suit against him would
find, wrote Curtis weekly Percocet prescriptions, and in the last 14
months of her care without ever seeing her. The number of such pills
the doctor would push toward her in 40 months of his care would total
more than 7,000.

The jury in Prince William County Circuit Court assessed against
Highfill damages of $100,000 for Shea Curtis, 27, of Richmond (a
client of our law firm). She is Curtis’s only child (shown in photo
above with her mom). Dr. Highfill admitted he was negligent, but
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denied responsibility for his patient’s death, which he contended
would have happened anyway if he had not prescribed the
Percocet. He also was reprimanded by the Virginia Board of
Medicine, the state licensing authority, for prescribing narcotics to the
patient without seeing her, which is a violation of state prescribing
law.

How many more families can we spare from tragedies like what befell
Curtis? How many overdose deaths might we prevent, and how
many patients with medical records free of drug or substance abuse
might we save from addiction if the nation could better grapple with its
epidemic of abuse involving opioids, drugs named for how they react
with pain-signaling receptors in the brain?

I don’t typically write in this newsletter about cases in which our firm's
lawyers are involved. But the Curtis case offers a tough reminder that
abuses and overdoses of prescribed opioids, including related drugs
like the synthetic painkiller fentanyl and illicit heroin, have
become the leading cause of death for Americans 50 and younger,
killing more than 64,000 in 2016 alone. Those fatality figures exceed
those for major widespread killers of recent times, including car
crashes (which peaked in 1972), the HIV-AIDs epidemic (peaking in
1995), and gun homicides (which hit their highs in 1992).

Respected analysts, working with the health information site Stat,
have projected that the worst-case death toll from the opioid
epidemic could hit 650,000 or more in a decade, a number equivalent
to the population of Baltimore.

Other experts now have put a price tag on this tragedy: More than $1
trillion since 2001 and more than $500 billion over the next three
years. They attribute that cost to “lost earnings and productivity
losses to employers. Early deaths and substance abuse disorders
also take a toll on local, state and federal government through lost tax
revenue,” NPR reported.

The public broadcaster also quoted Corey Rhyan, a senior analyst
who helped calculate the epidemic’s giant tab, and he underscored
its human cost: “The average age at which opioid deaths are
occurring — you’re looking at something in the late 30s or early 40s.
As a result, you’re looking at people that are in the prime of the
productive years of their lives.”

LEARN MORE

Read our Patient Safety
Blog, which has news
and practical advice from
the frontlines of medicine
for how to become a
smarter, healthier
patient.

PAST ISSUES

How loneliness hurts
health
For a healthier New
Year, small steps can be
big
For the holidays,
consider the best gift
ever
Coping in an age of
anxiety
Disastrous storms prove
that now is the time to
research nursing home
quality

You Can Eat This... But

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/02/upshot/fentanyl-drug-overdose-deaths.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2017/09/02/upshot/fentanyl-drug-overdose-deaths.html
https://www.statnews.com/2017/06/27/opioid-deaths-forecast/
https://www.statnews.com/2017/06/27/opioid-deaths-forecast/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/13/585199746/cost-of-u-s-opioid-epidemic-since-2001-is-1-trillion-and-climbing?sc=17&f=1128&utm_source=iosnewsapp&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=app
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/13/585199746/cost-of-u-s-opioid-epidemic-since-2001-is-1-trillion-and-climbing?sc=17&f=1128&utm_source=iosnewsapp&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=app
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2018/02/13/585199746/cost-of-u-s-opioid-epidemic-since-2001-is-1-trillion-and-climbing?sc=17&f=1128&utm_source=iosnewsapp&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=app
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001ueJ5NnuAsa77jLYB89TO4rjYvjE_eA4A6NPS9ZB2QuDrCig96Dvwi2HIEadUdKSxYVLx0J9iXiYRrfz6DfkrWuegDuskKkLhWnrmMl7MFq96-XaAbfqzvg_YWCxlc60F
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001ueJ5NnuAsa77jLYB89TO4rjYvjE_eA4A6NPS9ZB2QuDrCig96Dvwi2HIEadUdKSxYVLx0J9iXiaaEfikDv3jfFM7QsORgtTj-ffVb1V7MPLRfTL-yBhZTLrwA2plZ-EL
http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?e=001ueJ5NnuAsa77jLYB89TO4rjYvjE_eA4A6NPS9ZB2QuDrCig96Dvwi2HIEadUdKSxYVLx0J9iXiaaEfikDv3jfFM7QsORgtTj-ffVb1V7MPLRfTL-yBhZTLrwA2plZ-EL
https://patrickmalonelaw.us11.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=2c880a9e567cec4fc68d71e06&id=7644e76adf
http://mailchi.mp/84d18b4ad084/how-loneliness-hurts-health
http://mailchi.mp/84d18b4ad084/how-loneliness-hurts-health
http://mailchi.mp/4e2a754d7501/for-a-healthier-new-year-small-steps-can-be-big
http://mailchi.mp/4e2a754d7501/for-a-healthier-new-year-small-steps-can-be-big
http://mailchi.mp/4e2a754d7501/for-a-healthier-new-year-small-steps-can-be-big
http://mailchi.mp/8bb6f535a87f/for-the-holidays-consider-the-best-gift-ever
http://mailchi.mp/8bb6f535a87f/for-the-holidays-consider-the-best-gift-ever
http://mailchi.mp/8bb6f535a87f/for-the-holidays-consider-the-best-gift-ever
http://mailchi.mp/59e051736a84/coping-in-an-age-of-anxiety
http://mailchi.mp/59e051736a84/coping-in-an-age-of-anxiety
http://mailchi.mp/f1ae2fd2fe14/disastrous-storms-prove-that-now-is-the-time-to-research-nursing-home-quality
http://mailchi.mp/f1ae2fd2fe14/disastrous-storms-prove-that-now-is-the-time-to-research-nursing-home-quality
http://mailchi.mp/f1ae2fd2fe14/disastrous-storms-prove-that-now-is-the-time-to-research-nursing-home-quality
http://mailchi.mp/f1ae2fd2fe14/disastrous-storms-prove-that-now-is-the-time-to-research-nursing-home-quality
http://www.patrickmalonelaw.com/july-2015/


Opioid abuse has savaged some parts of the country, notably poorer,
rural areas. The federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
reported that the five states with the highest rates of death in 2016
due to drug overdoses were: West Virginia, Ohio, New Hampshire,
Pennsylvania, and Kentucky.

The CDC says significant increases in overdose death rates from
2015 to 2016 were seen in the Northeast, Midwest and South
Census Regions. The were a total of 27 states with notable increases
in drug overdose death rates, the CDC found, including Maryland
and Virginia.

News reports have told how this crisis has been:

contributing to new outbreaks of syphilis, a destructive sexually
transmitted disease that is tough to contain and whose cases
had dwindled until recently;

leading hospices to crack down on how they handle powerful
painkillers because a growing number of family members and
friends may be stealing the meds from the dying and dead;

causing dentists and even veterinarians to reconsider their pill-
control protocols;

prompting federal officials to fret about the current dosages of
the key ingredient in common, over-the-counter anti-diarrhea
medications like Imodium. It turns out that the substance
known generically as loperamide, useful in stopping the runs,
happens to be part of the opioid family, an addictive drug class
that includes morphine and oxycodone. Drug users have
turned now to abusing anti-diarrhea meds, which are sold in
high-count packages and at dosages that authorities want
reduced.

The opioid crisis has become so pervasive that it has for two years
running resulted in unheard of reductions in white Americans’ overall
life expectancy, with analysts finding that poor, less-educated, and
middle-class Americans are dying earlier these days, even as the
wealthiest are enjoying unprecedented longevity. The disparities are
big. In the District of Columbia, the poorest quarter of men die on
average at age 75, while those in the richest quarter live 11 years
longer to 86. In Virginia, the poorest men on average die at 76, while
the richest live to 86. In Maryland, the numbers are 76 and 85.

And while prescription painkillers may have sparked the crisis, they
also re-ignited abuses and overdoses of heroin and fentanyl, a lab-
created painkiller that packs a huge wallop at dosages as tiny as a
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few grains. This has meant that African Americans, who for various
reasons had been spared opioids’ harms, now are getting hit as they
hadn’t been before with drug deaths among urban blacks, especially
in areas like Baltimore and Washington, D.C., increasing by 41
percent in 2016, far outpacing any other racial or ethnic group.

Big Pharma and doctors got this
epidemic started

Just how did the nation get so deep into such a mess with opioids?

At least two groups must shoulder considerable blame: Big Pharma
and physicians. The links between the two are puzzling and
disturbing.

Let’s start with doctors, who long have wrestled with  their patients’
pain, including pain caused by necessary treatments.

Surgery was a grisly practice before scientific advances like sterile
environments, antibiotics — and, of course, anesthesia. Oncology
continues to be a challenging specialty because of the pain that can
accompany many of its key therapies, including radiation and
chemotherapy. And obstetrics-gynecology and pediatrics have been
sometimes unpleasant fields to work in, with practitioners steeling
themselves to suffering that women and children can endure while
receiving medical care.

A major push to treat pain

But in the 1990s, doctors and hospitals — many say with a covert
shove from Big Pharma — shifted their thinking about pain, slowly
but surely elevating it as a central concern, with a rapidly rising group
of specialists, calling themselves pain experts, pushing it as a “fifth
vital sign.” It inarguably was something that doctors could and should
have dealt better with. Still, patient advocates got so caught up in the
push for pain management that they would make it a key quality
measurement affecting the bottom line for doctors and hospitals.

Big Pharma watchdogs, including investigative journalists and
medical experts, also have retrospectively scrutinized how drug
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makers fueled philosophical and practical changes in the way doctors
and hospitals changed their views on pain and its treatment.

These findings, taken in total, offer a view of a big, pernicious
campaign for the relentless promotion and sale of pain killers, often
with counter-factual arguments and by taking advantage of doctors’
surprising weakness in their wishing just to be liked by their patients.
Yes, others, such as insurers, played big parts, too. But only now,
decades later, has deep digging by investigative reporters at media
outlets like the Los Angeles Times disclosed the major perfidy, for
example, of Purdue Pharma, which built a multi-billion-dollar
enterprise for the philanthropic Sackler family, what the New Yorker
magazine has termed an “Empire of Pain.”

Building an 'Empire of Pain'

Purdue displayed a marketing, advertising, and sales mastery,
campaigning over a quarter of a century to overcome doctors’
resistance to prescribing powerful painkillers like its own powerhouse
version of oxycodone, a drug branded as OxyContin. The company
insists it has abided by the law and business ethics, though only
recently, it has decided to curb its quarter-century of aggressive and
controversial drug marketing — efforts that critics and lawsuits say
helped fuel the nation’s opioid drug abuse epidemic.

Reporters, meantime, have detailed how, as the Los Angeles Times
described it: “Purdue had extensive evidence pointing to illegal
trafficking of its [OxyContin] pills but in many cases did not share it
with local law enforcement agencies or cut off the flow of the drugs.”

Cities, counties, and states, including most recently Alabama, have
sued Purdue, accusing it of pushing addictive painkillers through
deceptive marketing. Plaintiffs assert the firm pooh-poohed the
significant risk of OxyContin addiction, while vastly overstating
opioids’ benefits in treating chronic rather than short-term pain,
Reuters reported::

“Purdue and three of its executives pleaded guilty in 2007 to federal
charges related to the misbranding of OxyContin and agreed to pay a
total of $634.5 million to resolve a Justice Department investigation.
That year, Purdue also reached a $19.5 million settlement with 26
states and the District of Columbia. It agreed in 2015 to pay
$24 million to resolve a lawsuit filed by Kentucky.”

Purdue long has asserted that it sold drugs approved by the federal
Food and Drug Administration, and it pointed to its efforts to
reformulate its painkiller to make it less susceptible to abuse. But the
Los Angeles Times noted that the independent, nonpartisan RAND
Corp. and the Wharton School of Business at the University of
Pennsylvania scrutinized data on Purdue’s much-touted product
switch.

The company changed OxyContin, so the pills were tougher to crush
up, and therefore became more difficult to snort, smoke, or inject.
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Wharton and RAND found that move didn’t stem the opioid drug
abuse epidemic but sent it, instead, in a new direction — prescription
painkillers became a gateway, but abusers then moved on to illicit
alternatives, including heroin and fentanyl.

Purdue’s rise as a big-time Big Pharma enterprise stems from its
start with the entrepreneurial Sackler family and their marketing
savvy, the Los Angeles Times reported:

“Purdue was a small New York City pharmaceutical firm when
brothers Mortimer and Raymond Sackler, both psychiatrists, bought it
in 1952. The spectacular success of OxyContin has generated tens
of billions of dollars in revenue over the last two decades and made
the Sacklers one of the nation’s wealthiest families. Three
generations of the family now help oversee the Purdue and
Mundipharma corporations. The family is known for giving tens of
millions of dollars through its foundations to such renowned arts
institutions as the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the Dia Art
Foundation and the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York.”

The New Yorker magazine also did a deep dive into the Sackler’s
philanthropic ties across the country, raising questions about the
family’s ascent into the cultural elite and big institutions’ willingness to
accept gifts from an enterprise built on hype and patients’ pain. The
magazine also reported how a Sackler scion, now a documentary film
maker, is shooting a project rife with irony, as it records the travails of
Indiana prison inmates, many of whom are incarcerated due to
crimes tied to opioid abuse. Nan Goldin, a respected photographer,
has chronicled in a tony art magazine her own struggles with
OxyContin addiction after a wrist injury and ripped the Sackler family,
accusing them of abetting the opioid crisis.

Bloomberg news service, which first reported Purdue’s marketing
shift, reminded in its report that Purdue’s pushy and innovative
marketing for oxycontin hit a surprisingly gullible audience in
supposedly well-educated, smart doctors. Its hype included its own
music tracks, as well as silly swag like fishing hats and stuffed toys.

Credulous caregivers

Can it really be that doctors, with decades of advanced education and
well-paying and highly respected positions, were gulled by trinkets
and armies of fast-talking sales representatives into whipping out
their prescription pads and ordering risky and costly meds for the
vulnerable patients in their care?

The influential medical journal JAMA Internal Medicine published a
study that finds that Big Pharma can sway doctors’ drug prescribing
practices for about the cost of a large pizza and a few sodas, roughly
$20. Just to be clear, this scrutiny involved more than 275,000 MDs,
and more than 65,000 payments over four medications. The research
doesn’t purport to demonstrate cause-and-effect but shows a
troubling correlation.
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And, as the Washington Post summarized of this study: “Doctors who
ate a single meal on a drug company’s tab had a higher likelihood of
writing a prescription for the name-brand drug that was being
promoted instead of equivalent drugs that were cheaper. … And the
more meals — or the more expensive the meals — the greater the
rate of prescribing the pitched drug.”

The New Yorker, referring to investigations by the Los Angeles Times
and others, as well as its own reporting, also found that Purdue for
years paid doctors speaker and other fees to get them to convince
medical peers that OxyContin should be prescribed widely for many
different types of pain. The company also made a claim, later shown
to be unsupported, that its drug’s effects lasted longer and so
required fewer pills to be taken. But documents later were forced out,
showing that many patients did not get the promised durational pain
relief, causing them to abuse the drug instead.

A U.S. Senate Committee has just released a report assailing Big
Pharma for quietly making millions of dollars of payments to patient
advocacy groups so they could help to legitimize and assist in
promoting powerful prescription painkillers, a practice that
investigators say helped fuel the opioid drug abuse epidemic.

Inundated with addictive pills

Big Pharma’s incessant flooding of not just the United States but the
globe with prescription painkillers hit in ways that are still hard to
fathom.

West Virginia officials and the Charleston Gazette-Mail, a small
newspaper, used civil lawsuits to force Big Pharma to start to show
how it flooded poor, desperate small towns across the state with tens
of millions of painkiller pills.

The paper, in one of several excellent reports, found that, “In six
years, drug wholesalers showered the state with 780 million
hydrocodone and oxycodone pills, while 1,728 West Virginians fatally
overdosed on those two painkillers.” The paper points out the
obvious: There was zero chance that Big Pharma had any reason to
think the powerful and addictive drugs were in appropriate use—and
the Charleston Gazette-Mail questions why more pharmacists and
state regulators did little as a tsunami of potent and suspect
medications inundated small towns and turned lethal.

Early this year, the newspaper followed up some of its pathbreaking
work, reporting about inquiries now by congressional investigators.
They are demanding to know why Miami-Luken and H.D. Smith, two
regional drug wholesalers, shipped 20.8 million prescription
painkillers to two pharmacies four blocks apart in a southern West
Virginia town with 2,900 people. The supplies of hydrocodone and
oxycodone flooded Williamson, a small town in Mingo County.

Company employees also blew the whistle on purported pain doctors
who were prescribing big shares of the tidal wave of oxycodone (sold
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under the brand names OxyContin and Percocet) and hydrocodone
(Vicodin and Lortab) washing over the poor, rural area.

But even as companies like Purdue confronted a growing backlash
against its seemingly ubiquitous painkillers and took steps to move
more of their business to lucrative, even less regulated overseas
markets, federal watchdogs, notably the Drug Enforcement
Administration, seemed to be a step behind in responding to the
opioid crisis.

A Washington Post investigation may provide insight why: The paper
says that since 2005, when the DEA began to attack illicit sales of
painkillers like oxycodone, Big Pharma has targeted the drug cops’
top echelons, recruiting and hiring away 42 of the agency’s brass.
The  DEA division that seeks to curb illegal medication sales got
picked clean by Big Pharma of 31 of its leaders, the Post says,
detailing how the agency’s aggressive attack on prescription
painkillers slowed as it leadership ranks thinned.

Will the nation suffer the effects of that talent depletion even more as
the opioid crisis increasingly turns to trafficking and overdose deaths
due to illicit drugs like street heroin and fentanyl manufactured
overseas, notably in China?

There's a challenging path
forward to end this lethal public
health scourge
 

As more Americans see sons and daughters, fathers and mothers,
nieces, nephews and countless friends struggle with opioid
addiction, the cry for concerted action grows. To deal with this crisis
will require a range of actions, some small, many global. 
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Positive signs can be detected. As mentioned, public opprobrium,
criminal prosecutions, and hefty losses in lawsuits have led some Big
Pharma players to curtail their unceasing hype for prescription
painkillers. Alas, this might not curb makers from peddling their
destructive wares overseas.

The federal government, meantime, has just announced its interest,
via the U.S. Justice Department, in joining multiple states — including
Ohio, Kentucky, Mississippi, Oklahoma, New Hampshire and
Alabama — as well as the Cherokee nation, that are pursuing opioid
makers in an array of lawsuits. The civil justice system may be a key
way to show how Big Pharma, as the plaintiffs assert it did, may
have engaged in false advertising, misleading marketing, and
negligent conduct, including in looking away as their products were
diverted for improper and illicit use.

More than 250 opioid-related suits, including many involving Purdue,
have been consolidated and are under consideration by a federal
court in Ohio. There, a judge may try to get the parties to reach a
master settlement, akin to what occurred in litigation involving Big
Tobacco and that helped slash cigarette smoking and its related
harms in the United States.

The Republican-controlled Congress also appears to be rousing itself,
providing in a newly proposed bill $1 billion more to battle opioid
addiction through treatment and prevention. Lawmakers also would
bar doctors from writing initial painkiller prescriptions for many
patients lasting longer than three days, though there would be an
exemption for those with cancer, chronic pain, or in hospice.

But the Trump Administration and GOP lawmakers, as critics have
noted, have failed overall to lead an effective war on the opioid
epidemic with conflicting statements and policies, including health
care funding that, on the one hand, seems to boost anti-drug efforts
but that, on the other hand, eviscerates programs like Medicaid that
provide the very services that patients would need for help. (By the
way, it’s a myth that Medicaid and the Affordable Care Act helped to
fuel the opioid crisis.) The Administration also seems to have taken
the view that the opioid crisis may be best dealt with by law
enforcement rather than medical measures — a position pilloried by
many health experts.

Medical back-pedaling

Doctors, hospitals, academic medical centers, and medical research
centers (Big Medicine) have back-pedaled from their one-time
enthusiasm for pharmaceutical-focused pain care, with the CDC
offering what many have seen as one of the major course corrections
with its stark warning to physicians to prescribe opioids only with
huge care.

Doctors and hospitals since have become much more circumspect
with painkillers, finding that they can still help patients by offering
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them fewer painkiller pills, for less time, and at lower dosages, as
well as much more rigorous monitoring of opioids’ use and
discontinuation. Researchers have found that patients’ initial contact
with addictive painkillers can be decisive in helping to tamp down the
drugs’ abuse. And clinicians keep learning that less risky therapies —
including over-the-counter medications like aspirin or physical
therapy or massage or acupuncture — can be effective in easing
patients’ pain and discomfort after medical treatment.

It's occurring slowly, but progressive forces also are trying to curb Big
Pharma's endless hard-sell that easily hornswoggled doctors. Some
academic medical centers and teaching hospitals simply have given
the boot to drug company sales reps, finding this leads to doctors
prescribing fewer pricey brand medications in favor of cheaper
generics. New Jersey lawmakers have just imposed tough limits on
payments that doctors and other prescribers can receive from Big
Pharma for meals, consulting, and speaking. News organizations,
notably the Pulitzer Prize-winning news site Pro Publica, also have
played an important watchdog role over payments from the drug
industry to doctors. Claire McCaskill, the Democratic senator from
Missouri, has proposed intriguing legislation that would end Big
Pharma's tax break for advertising its wares, especially to patients.

What happens if patients get in trouble with opioids? Public health
officials have sought to provide greater supplies of naloxone (also
sold as Narcan) to reverse life-threatening opioid overdoses. It is
commonly carried now by emergency responders and is stocked at
many pharmacies. In some spots, public libraries are considering
whether librarians should be trained to administer naloxone. Giving a
drug to counteract a drug can itself be controversial, however,
especially if users’ deeper addiction issues don’t or can’t get
addressed and Narcan administration becomes painfully routine.

Addiction treatment

To be sure, opioid addiction can be addressed. It isn’t easy, quick, or
cheap. It comes with its own controversies. Fraudsters have leaped
into the field, opening exploitative facilities that purport to help users
of drugs, especially opioids, get clean. As part of the lucrative
industry that has burgeoned around addiction treatment, urine testing
for drugs itself has become an enterprise worth $8.5 billion — more
than the budget for the federal Environmental Protection Agency.

As for bona fide medical therapies for opioid abusers’ care, they, too
have been dogged by doubt, notably because these treatments can
involve giving patients medications, including buprenorphine (sold as
the brands Suboxone and Subutex), methadone, and extended-
release naltrexone (Vivitrol). The medical profession is wrestling with
the stigma of treating patients with these meds, and whether it has
the right providers and the numbers of them to properly treat opioid
addiction, including by administering Narcan, buprenorphine,
methadone, and the like. The Trump Administration has just
announced that it will support moves to expand medication-based
treatment, which Tom Price, the disgraced former Health and Human
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Services chief, had disparaged. And for those, by the way, who
advocate for medical marijuana legalization as a boon for opioid
addiction, researchers say that notion needs more study and isn’t a
simple as some might portray.

Amid all the noise about treating opioid users, some important points
can get lost. A key takeaway might be this one: These are real
people with a major medical problem that cannot be ignored. In the
Curtis suit, my firm was pleased that the jury found Dr. Highfill
responsible, but we plan to appeal the amount of damages, which we
believe was inadequate, because the jury was not allowed to hear
from a key witness. That was an expert in addiction medicine who
was prepared to explain to the jury how oxycodone addicts its users
but how addiction can be overcome with treatment.

The opioid crisis, of course, also should force us as a nation to
confront social determinants that can be detrimental to our health. We
must stop demonizing and stigmatizing mental illness, and provide
much greater support and resources for mental health. We need to
recognize and to deal better with how poverty, income inequality,
poor housing, racism, loneliness, and a dearth of good jobs can grind
Americans down, fostering alienation, hopelessness, and despair that
can be breeding grounds for drug abuse and addiction. We cannot
allow Big Pharma profiteering to destroy lives and communities. We
need lawmakers, policy experts, medical researchers, regulators,
doctors, and hospitals to step up to improve our care, not just to hook
us on risky drugs. We need to demand that our doctors, especially,
stop reflexively reaching for their script pads and erase from their
practice the pill-first mentality that was drummed into them from the
earliest days of hazing-like medical training.

As individuals, besides holding others and institutions accountable,
we need to reach out more to help our loved ones, family members,
friends, and co-workers when they struggle with major medical
events, especially if they’re burdened with pain and challenges with
care-giving and potential isolation. For the sake of our young folks,
we also need to become models in how we get medical care and how
we treat ourselves. Translation: We all need to think hard about the
myriad pills we’re prescribed and that we gulp down with so little
thought.

Here’s another thought: May you be so healthy and happy  that you
can stay away from doctors, hospitals, and pills of any kind!

Graphic materials from: The federal CDC, U.S. Health
and Human Services Department

Reasons for concern
about anti-anxiety drugs, too

Fentanyl: a lab-produced
pain reliever turned
potent killer
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Too many Americans aren’t just abusing opioid
painkillers, close behind may be
benzodiazepines.

Don’t know benzos? You may be more familiar
with their branded versions like Xanax and
Valium.
These medications are often prescribed to treat
anxiety, insomnia, and seizures.

But, as a recent commentary in the New England
Journal of Medicine observed, too many doctors
and patients are unaware or ignore that these
drugs can be addictive and lethal, just like
opioids.

As the Chicago Tribune reported:

"Prescriptions for benzodiazepines increased by
67 percent between 1996 and 2013, from 8.1
million to 13.5 million. The quantities of drugs
obtained with these prescriptions more than
tripled during that same period. ... As a result,
more people are becoming addicted to
benzodiazepines and falling victim to overdose.
Overdoses involving the drugs multiplied
sevenfold between 1999 and 2015, increasing
from 1,135 to 8,791 deaths."

Federal authorities already have issued a stern
warning that benzos must not be mixed with
alcohol or opioid painkillers because the results
can be deadly.

Researchers say the nation must do much more
to document and deal with the harms of these
drugs, which, like opioids, are starting to show up
more often in illicit manufacture and sale.

Drugs like Xanax and Valium should be given for
short periods of a few weeks and should not be
used long-term, the experts have advised, writing:

“Other risks associated with benzodiazepines

As prescription painkiller abuse became more
common and widespread, fentanyl, a synthetic
opioid developed in the late 1950s, burst into
public notoriety.

As the CDC says of the drug: “Pharmaceutical
fentanyl is a synthetic opioid pain reliever,
approved for treating severe pain, typically
advanced cancer pain. It is 50 to 100 times more
potent than morphine. It is prescribed in the form
of transdermal patches or lozenges and can be
diverted for misuse and abuse in the United
States.”

The drug, which also can be 30 to 50 times more
powerful than heroin, has posed accidental
overdose risks to police, fire fighters, and other
first-responders who encounter it as part of their
official duties, sufficiently so that the DEA has
issued special warnings about how it should be
handled. Post-mortem investigations have shown
that the drug played a part in the deaths of
celebrity musicians Prince and Tom Petty.

Fentanyl, sadly, is relatively easily made, with its
chemical components accessible and
interchangeable. Organized crime has seized on
it as a lucrative commodity, though it also is
manufactured overseas, notably in China, by
lightly regulated chemical companies.

The drug packs a wallop in tiny doses (the photo
above shows comparative amounts to overdose
on heroin vs. fentanyl), so it can and often is
ordered with shocking ease online, then shipped
through the international arm of the U.S. Postal
Service.

As with other opioids, Big Pharma has sketchy
ties to fentanyl’s spread. Federal prosecutors
have charged John Kapoor, the controversial
founder of drug maker Insys, and other company
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include cognitive decline, accidental injuries and
falls, and increased rates of hospital admission
and emergency department visits. Fortunately,
there are safer treatment alternatives for anxiety
and insomnia, including selective serotonin-
reuptake inhibitors and behavioral interventions.
Just as with opioids, some patients benefit from
long-term use of benzodiazepines. But even in
low-risk patients, it is best to avoid daily dosing to
mitigate the development of tolerance,
dependence, and withdrawal.”
 

executives with participation in a wide scheme to
bribe doctors to prescribe Subsys, a fentanyl-
containing drug sprayed under the tongue as a
painkiller for cancer patients.
Prosecutors assert that Insys paid doctors
speaker and other fees to get them not only to
promote Subsys but also to see it used for other
types of pain, besides in cancer, for which it has
been federally approved.

A U.S. Senate Committee also has chastised
Insys for its sneaky tactics with prescription-drug
benefit management companies to promote sales
of its fentanyl-based product.

Photo credit: NH state police forensic
lab

 

Recent Health Care Blog Posts

Here are some recent posts on our patient safety blog that might interest
you:

As tens of thousands of Americans flood hospitals for treatment during the current flu

epidemic, some also may end up sicker than when admitted, notably due to an infectious

disease that’s a persistent and increasing worry for caregiving institutions: pneumonia.

The Wall Street Journal — citing federal statistics that pneumonia is the leading hospital

acquired infection (HAI), sickening more than 150,000 patients annually in acute care

hospitals — has highlighted new research showing that the disease is more common and

problematic than now recognized.

Federal officials offered a glimmer of hope in caring for head injuries, especially the sharp,

repeated, and often damaging blows that  afflict athletes and which millions worldwide

witnessed, yes, as part of the Winter Olympic Games. The federal Food and Drug

Administration has announced that it has approved a long-awaited blood test that can

help doctors determine the severity of traumatic brain injuries. This test will provide a

cheaper, easier, more convenient, and likely faster way to handle the rising health bane of

concussions, rather than relying on computed tomography or CT scans using big

machines and a form of X-rays.

Even as the nation struggles with alcohol and drug abuse, it’s clear that more public health

effort needs to be directed at helping expectant mothers understand how much

substances they ingest can harm their kids. The New York Times reported that a new

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/26/business/kapoor-insys-fentanyl-bribery.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/26/business/kapoor-insys-fentanyl-bribery.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2017/09/fentanyl-deaths-soar-big-questions-big-pharmas-role-pushing-drug.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2017/09/fentanyl-deaths-soar-big-questions-big-pharmas-role-pushing-drug.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/tens-thousands-seek-flu-care-warning-hospital-acquired-pneumonia.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/tens-thousands-seek-flu-care-warning-hospital-acquired-pneumonia.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/fda-approves-blood-test-diagnose-severity-traumatic-brain-injury.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/expectant-moms-new-studys-findings-raise-red-flag-alcohol-use.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/expectant-moms-new-studys-findings-raise-red-flag-alcohol-use.html
https://www.protectpatientsblog.com/2018/02/expectant-moms-new-studys-findings-raise-red-flag-alcohol-use.html


study published in the JAMA medical journal has conservatively estimated that “fetal

alcohol spectrum disorders affect 1.1 to 5 percent of children in the country, up to five

times previous estimates.”Experts came to this conclusion after evaluating 3,000

 youngsters in schools in four communities across the United States. They also

interviewed many of their mothers. They found a higher than expected prevalence of

alcohol’s detrimental effects on youngsters’ mental and physical development, evidence of

the various forms of fetal alcohol syndrome.

As cardiologists and oncologists swap cross-fire about the conditions they treat and how

they do so, here’s hoping that, above all, their female patients end up helped and not

harmed, getting vital information about risks and benefits of therapies for two of the

leading killers of women: heart disease and breast cancer. What’s behind the medical

specialists’ cross currents? Cardiologists and the American Heart Association are pointing

to a major therapeutic statement published in the medical journal Circulation. On the one

hand, it provides what many see as an important, needed call to doctors of all kinds to

recognize that heart disease among women goes “dangerously under-diagnosed and

under-treated,” due in no small part because practitioners still fail to see that women suffer

heart attacks in different ways than do many men. But as they treat women for their heart

disease and its different manifestation, the scientific guidance also urges cardiologists and

oncologists to better recognize and reckon with the reality that current radiation treatments

and chemotherapies can cause cardiac failure and other cardiovascular woes. These may

not show up for years after treatment.

All critters great and small may be adorable and adored, but some extreme and

unsupported claims for the mental health benefits that pets bring may be launching a

needed correction in how so-called emotional support animals get accommodated in

public spaces. It would be tough to make up this story, much less explain why a recent

United Airlines passenger, a performance artist, thought it appropriate to try to fly with her

pet peacock. She claimed it was an emotional support animal, protected under disability

law, and she said she had purchased a separate seat for the hefty bird. United, which

hasn’t endeared itself to the public with its customer service, said it thrice had told this

passenger in advance that her peacock wasn’t getting on its jet. It has led United — like

Delta and other carriers — to consult with its staff and experts and to make public detailed

new policies on flying critters.

HERE’S TO A HEALTHY 2018!

Sincerely,
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