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Opioid drug abuse and prescription drug-related deaths have taken a prominent place in the presidential campaign, and rightly so. The nation’s dependency on heroin and other powerful drugs is alarming.
And now all stakeholders are trying to stop dozens of people every day from overdosing on drugs they’ve been prescribed or found on the street. Drug overdose deaths rose 14 percent in Michigan from 2013 to 2014, when they were the No. 1 cause of injury-related deaths in Michigan.
It’s hard to imagine just how many resources state and federal governments would have to devote to prevent abuse, but keeping the issue at the forefront helps policymakers understand how to address it, and increases pressure on bad actors to stop illegal activity.
There were 1,745 deaths in 2014 compared to 1,535 in 2013, a disturbingly high number, especially compared with other statistics. In 2014, 876 people died in car crashes.
And those numbers are reflected nationwide.
Drug overdose was the leading cause of injury death in the U.S.— with almost 44,000 deaths— in 2013. Close to 52 percent of them were related to prescription drugs, according to the Center for Disease Control.
It’s hard to pinpoint exactly why prescription drug abuse has skyrocketed over the last decade. Many blame it on falling wages and economic stagnation – and it’s true abuse has risen substantially in white, middle class communities that have felt the brunt of lagging job growth and dimming prospects.
Gov. Rick Snyder convened the Michigan Prescription Drug and Opioid Abuse Task Force last year to address how Michigan residents are dealing with abuse in their communities, and how to prevent it.
And the American Medical Association has taken special interest in the issue, also convening a task force that’s developed recommendations for policymakers in how they should interact with physicians.
That includes urging physicians to use state prescription drug monitoring programs, and regulators to update current systems. That’s especially critical in Michigan, and was also a recommendation of Snyder’s task force.
Physicians are a vital part of this puzzle, and must prescribe responsibly or be held responsible for contributing to overdose deaths.
The U.S. Attorney’s Office in Detroit last week unveiled an indictment charging three Metro Detroit doctors and seven other individuals with conspiracy to illegally distribute prescription drugs. The ring distributed about one million pills and grossed about $5.7 million from trafficking the pills on the illegal street market.
That’s unacceptable.
The AMA is focused on urging physicians to prescribe pain drugs for limited periods of time, and only when patients truly need them. They’re also encouraging doctors to look for any alternative medications that could treat problems instead of defaulting to pain medications.
Another important public policy measure is to increase access to naloxone, an antidote to treat narcotic overdose in an emergency situation, in communities throughout the state.
Oakland and Macomb counties carry the drug, and have saved dozens of individuals. But Michigan State Police, the Detroit Police Department, and the Wayne County Sheriff’s Office don’t yet carry it.
Reversing these trends in drug abuse should be a priority for lawmakers and law enforcement throughout the state.
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