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Waltham – October 15, 2015 – The following is a statement from Dennis M. Dimitri, M.D., president of the Massachusetts
Medical Society, in response to the filing of Substance Use Legislation by Governor Charlie Baker.
“The Massachusetts Medical Society recognizes the severity of the opioid abuse problem in Massachusetts and applauds the
Governor’s efforts at educating parents and students and improving treatment options for those with substance use disorder.
“The Governor’s bill proposes some bold actions, some of which we will have to consider with care and caution. We will have
to build the infrastructure and provide the resources to have the capacity to do what is needed.
“Yet we have deep concerns about sections of the bill that are directed at prescribers, specifically new proposals that fail to
allow efforts recently put into place to demonstrate their effectiveness and that may undermine those programs already in
place.
”Physicians are already required by state regulations to take continuing medical education (CME) courses in pain
management and opioid prescribing for license renewal. Further, since May 26, when the Massachusetts Medical Society
made its CME courses available free to all prescribers as a response to the opioid epidemic, 1,955 health professionals have
taken a total of 4,785 courses. It is unclear whether the Governor’s proposal is in addition to what the regulations already
require.
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“The limitation of a 72hour supply of pain medication is another concern, as it could impede the effective pain management
of patients, though the bill does allow for the “professional medical judgment of the practitioner” to prescribe more in
emergency conditions. This limitation undermines clinical judgment that may be necessary in nonemergency situations.
“The requirement to check the Prescription Monitoring Program every time before prescribing an opiate, while possibly
appropriate for physicians seeing a patient for the first time, appears to disregard longstanding physicianpatient
relationships. The Massachusetts Medical Society has long advocated for a streamlined monitoring program and has worked
with the Department of Public Health in recommending changes to improve the program.
“We recognize that substance use disorder and addiction is a disease, but we believe the involuntary commitment portion of
the bill is problematic, as it raises issues of civil liberties, as well as present unintended consequences, as it may discourage
patients from getting needed treatment.
“The Massachusetts Medical Society has taken multiple steps to address the opioid epidemic by (1) issuing prescribing
guidelines that have been subsequently adopted by the Board of Registration in Medicine, (2) adding continuing medical
education courses and making them free for all prescribers to educate physicians, (3) working to improving the Prescription
Monitoring Program, (4) educating patients about safe storage and disposal through a dedicated website and public service
print and television programs, and (5) working with the Department of Public Health and the four Massachusetts medical
schools to enhance medical school curricula in addressing pain management, safe prescribing, and addiction prevention
and treatment.
“It is important to recognize that the diversion and abuse of prescription opioids has plateaued or decreased from 20112013,
according to the New England Journal of Medicine (January 15, 2015) and that the supply of opioids and heroin is
increasingly coming from sources outside the medical system.
“Physicians have stepped up their efforts in the fight against opioid abuse and are on the forefront of screening for substance
use and treating those with substance use disorder. We have worked with Governor Baker, Attorney General Healey, Public
Health Commissioner Bharel, and the Board of Registration in Medicine in addressing the opioid epidemic.
“The opioid epidemic is a complex problem that defies simple solutions. All physicians are committed to addressing the
problems of prescription misuse, abuse, and addiction, and we will continue to work with government, legislative, and public
health officials to reduce the abuse of prescription medications affecting patients in the Commonwealth.”
Dennis M. Dimitri, M.D.
President, Massachusetts Medical Society
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