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t’s summer in New England,
and - of course – there has to
be more out there than fun in

the sun.
 Joining steamy temperatures and

beach blankets is a dangerous seasonal
visitor that has affected roughly 10,000
unsuspecting Bay Staters during the
past decade: Lyme disease.

Transmitted by the tiny deer tick,
Lyme disease is a perennial visitor to
the region, much of the United States
and other parts of the world. It’s es-
pecially common in Massachusetts,
where the incidence rate is fifth-high-
est in the country.  Lyme disease can
eventually cause an infected person to
develop heart and nervous system
problems.

In an effort to learn more about
what the Massachusetts Legislature can

9,100 confirmed Lyme disease
cases reported to DPH be-
tween 1990 and 2003. In 2002,
Massachusetts had the fifth

highest incidence rate for
Lyme disease na-

t i o n w i d e .
Rates are

do to help to lessen the disease’s local preva-
lence, the Joint Committee on Public Health
will travel to the Nashoba Valley Medical
Center in Ayer to hold a public hearing on
the matter.

“We’re getting into Lyme disease sea-
son,” said State Rep. Peter Koutoujian,
House chairman of the Joint Commit-
tee on Public Health. “Outdoor activity
is very high around the Fourth
of July because kids are finally
out of school. A lot youths and
families partake in out-
door activities that can
put them at risk for
Lyme disease. It’s important that
everyone know the danger of con-
tracting Lyme disease and what can be
done to minimize that danger.”

According to state Department of Pub-
lic Health figures, there were more than

Mothers offer powerful testimony at OxyContin hearing
The Massachusetts OxyContin

Commission traveled to
Bridgewater State College this week
to hold its third public hearing on
the abuse of OxyContin and other
prescription and illegal drugs.

 The hearing featured testimony
from a group of mothers whose
children are struggling with
OxyContin and heroin addiction.

Also featured were two district attor-
neys and other law enforcement offi-
cials who are searching for ways to
deal with the growing OxyContin
problem.

The 12-member commission was
established last year through an act of
the Massachusetts Legislature. Its job
is to learn more about the abuse of
OxyContin and other illegal and pre-

scription drugs and determine what
efforts the state can make to help
reverse the problem. The commis-
sion has also held hearings in Lynn
and Framingham, and plans to hold
additional forum in the coming
months. A report containing a set of
recommendations will be drafted
and submitted to the Legislature.
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Happy birthday smoking ban

  July 5 will mark the first anniversary of the statewide workplace smoking ban. Key
supporters of the legislation paused for a moment this week to mark the event. From
left to right:  Rep. Peter Koutoujian, Dianne Pickles, executive director of Tobacco
Free Mass,  Rep. Rachel Kaprielian, Sen. Richard Moore and Sen. Susan Fargo.

Needles bill gets
committee nod

The Joint Committee on Public
Health has recommended action on
dozens of bills this session, including
one that supporters contend will dra-
matically reduce the transmission of
HIV, Hepatitis and other blood-
borne diseases.

“An Act Relative to HIV and
Hepatitis C Prevention” (Senate Bill
1312) allows for individuals age 18
and over to receive a clean hypoder-
mic needle from a pharmacist with-
out need for a prescription.

 Public health officials and advo-
cates support the program because
it can reduce the sharing of dirty
needles, a practice that commonly
leads to the transmission of HIV,
AIDS and Hepatitis C. Public safety
officials, especially many of the state’s
district attorneys, have endorsed the
bill, saying they are confident it will
not lead to an increase in drug use or
other criminal activity.

Safe staffing nursing bill
heads next hearing

On Wednesday, July 13, the com-
mittee will hear testimony on bills re-
lated to nursing; including one (H.
2663) that would require hospitals to
maintain specific nurse to patient ra-
tios in order to help ensure patient
safety. Supporters of the bills - largely
Registered Nurses -  contend patients
are being put at risk because there
are not always enough nurses on duty
to provide adequate care. A similar
bill was filed last session. The public
hearing is scheduled to commence
at 10 a.m. in Room A-1.

Joanne Peterson provided some
the day’s most poignant testimony.
With her son struggling with
OxyContin addiction for the past
three years, Peterson helped to
form Learn To Cope, a group of
118 mothers who share a common
bond: their children are fighting
addiction. The group has used a
grant from Norfolk County Dis-
trict Attorney William Keating’s
office to develop the Web site
Learn2cope.org, which offers in-
formation and support to families
struggling with a loved one suffer-
ing from OxyContin or heroin
addiction.

Plymouth County District
Timothy Cruz said his district has
been hit especially hard by heroin
and OxyContin abuse. There were
nine heroin deaths in Plymouth
County in all of 2004. As of June
20 of this year, there have already
been 16 heroin deaths.

OxyContin is often considered

a gateway drug to heroin. When le-
gally obtained, an 80-miligram
OxyContin pill costs about $6, but the
street value of an illegally distributed
pill can range from $65-$80, accord-
ing to Cruz. The high cost of illegally
purchased OxyContin can push its
users to resort to cheaper, illegal drugs,
such as heroin. As one testifier stated
at the hearing, a bag of heroin is of-
ten cheaper than a six pack of beer.

Cruz said enforcement of the drug
laws will not be enough to success-
fully battle drug abuse. He called for
a long-term approach that strives to
prevent abuse and addiction from
beginning. Better educating children
about the dangers of drug abuse is
key, he said.

Mothers from Learn to Cope
sounded the familiar refrain that many
drug treatment programs are not long
enough to assist an addicted person
adequately.

Many said they experienced con-
siderable difficulty locating a detox
facility with an available bed.

OxyContin hearing held in Bridgewater
OxyContin, from Page 1
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The Chairman’s Corner
Commonwealth Notes

By Representative Peter J. Koutoujian

Successful SANE program deserves our investment

highest in the Bay State on Cape Cod
– a heavily vacationed area during the
July 4th weekend – as well as the south-
eastern portion of the state, Martha’s
Vineyard, Nantucket, and areas north
of Boston. In 2003, Massachusetts’
incidence rate for Lyme disease (23.7
cases per 100,000 residents) was three
times higher than the most current
estimate of the national incidence rate.

 Lyme disease can cause longterm
disabilities if untreated. Most infected
individuals develop a rash that re-
sembles a bull’s eye target within a
month of becoming infected. The cir-
cular rash is red in color and grows
larger as the disease progresses.

 The deer ticket benefits from its
demure size. One can easily fit on a
person’s finger nail and have enough

room to invite its friends over for
a chat. The ticks can be all but un-
detectable to a person who does
not give his or her body a thor-
ough inspection to see if any ticks
have made a home.

 There is no vaccine available to
protect humans from Lyme dis-
ease, but steps can be taken to re-
duce the risk of becoming infected.
Since the disease is transmitted by
infected deer ticks, try to avoid the
ticks or frequently check for ticks
– especially people who have been
in wooded and grassy areas.

An infected tick’s chances of
transmitting Lyme disease to a host
person increase the longer the tick

is attached to the person. Frequent
checks for ticks – especially on the
scalp – are recommended.

Repellents containing DEET can
also be used to repel ticks, but are
not recommend for use on infants.

 Flu-like symptoms, such as fatigue,
headache, sore muscles and joints,
fever and chills, and swollen lymph
nodes also may occur. Lyme disease
develops in three stages. Longterm
effects can include damage to the
heart and nervous system.

 It can be treated with antibiotics.
   The Joint Committee on Public Health

hearing on Lyme disease is open to the pub-
lic. Nashoba Valley Medical Center is lo-
cated at 200 Groton Road in Ayer.

For more information on Lyme disease,
visit the DPH Web site at www.state.ma/
dph.

   Lyme disease, from Page 1

   Lyme disease a frequent summer visitor in Bay State

 This week, the Public Health
Committee heard testimony on a
bill that would strengthen a public
safety program that is integral to the
treatment of sexual assault victims.

The Sexual Assault Nurse Exam-
iner (SANE) program involves
specially trained Registered Nurses
who offer treatment to sexual
assault victims shortly after an attack.
The program surfaced during the
1990s and is employed across the
country. SANEs are important
because they offer specialized care
to assault victims. This care includes
the emotional support victims need

in the wake of an attack.
SANEs are also trained in

collecting forensic evidence that
helps police and prosecutors
convict a sexual assault perpetra-
tor. Statistics show that nearly 100
percent of assault examinations
that involve a SANE result in a
conviction.

The SANE program deserves
our investment. The new fiscal
year budget includes $1.7 million
for a statewide program.  A
proposed bill being considered
by the Public Health Committee
would improve current SANE

programs by creating uniform
standards for the treatment given to
assault victims, as well as the
methods of collecting evidence
used to bring the perpetrator to
justice.  Good collection standards
will help to ensure there is proper
evidence to lead to conviction of
sexual assault perpetrators. Since
Properly collected evidence often
leads to a plea before a case goes to
trial. It will also help to ensure that
sexual assault victims will not have
to take the witness stand and
recount the painful details of an
assault.

SUMMER
SAFETY
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Docs Fight Refusals to Fill
Prescriptions – MSNBC

The AMA recently agreed to try
to ensure that pharmacists’ moral
objections do not block patient ac-
cess to needed medicine, including
emergency contraceptives. The action
was prompted by complaints from
physicians’ groups.

“This is an issue of access to care
for patients,” Dr. Mary Frank, a Cali-
fornia family physician, told AMA
delegates. “It’s affecting not just
women, but also patients using psy-
chiatric medication, painkillers and
other drugs.

Under the policy, the AMA will
support legislation that requires phar-
macists to fill valid prescriptions or
to immediately refer patients to other
pharmacies that will.

Childhood Influences May
Prevent Dementia – AP

 A healthy youth and education
may override genes in determining
who gets Alzheimer’s disease.

Researched combed Sweden’s
twin registry to find 109 identical
twins where one had Alzheimer’s or
another form of dementia but the
other remained healthy. They then
checked the medical histories.

   Not surprisingly, incidence of
stroke increased chances of demen-
tia six-fold. But, what was surprising
was that twins who had early peri-
odontal disease – before age 35 –
and a four-fold increased risk.

Gum disease is an inflammatory
disease, and inflammation increases
the risks of numerous disorders later
in life. Also, those with a lower level
of education or intellectual curiosity
had a 1.6 times higher risk.

AMA to Study Effect of
Marketing Drugs to Consumers

The New York Times
   The AMA, the largest organiza-

tion of physicians, has agreed to study
consumer drug advertising. The de-
cision came after debate over limit-
ing consumer drug advertising that
considered six proposals. Many crit-
ics say advertising fueled the wide-
spread use of cox-2 painkillers which
have been linked to serious cardio-
vascular problems. Several psychia-
trists’ groups represented at the AMA
meeting raised the idea of imposing
a window of time between a new
drug’s release and its first advertising
to consumers. That would allow
doctors to evaluate medications be-
fore patients ask for them.

Some support for constraints on
advertising is coming even from
within the pharmaceutical industry.
Bristol-Meyers Squibb is the first large
company to announce and publish
self-imposed guidelines, which in-
clude a promise that the company
will not advertise new drugs to con-
sumers during the first year they are
available. The company wants to
make sure that physicians develop a
comfort level with the drugs before
patients begin asking for them.

The Association of National Ad-
vertisers says that between 24 and 30
million people have gone to their
doctors to discuss health problems
they had not talked about previously
because of advertising. An advertis-
ing ban on new drugs would raise
First Amendment issues. However,

within the last year the FDA has is-
sued warnings to several pharma-
ceutical companies and banned some
types of advertisements. In response,
some companies have toned down
their advertising.

Fighting Fleas – MSNBC
 Months of rain across the coun-

try and a mild, wet winter in the west
and mid-west promises a record
number of fleas this year. Several
states have reported problems with
pets affected by flea bites. The latest
generation of topical insecticides
combined with IGRs, insect growth
regulators, is more effective than
ever before.

However, all medications can
have side effects. Pets are individu-
als and what works for one may not
work for another. Sometimes you
have to consider the risk to benefit
ratio in terms of relative risk. Not
controlling external parasites and not
preventing heartworm pose much
greater risk than most potential side
effects. Remember: Read all labels
carefully and understand exactly how
a product is to be used.

Tip of the Day

 High levels of stress hor-
mones muddle memory in
people of all ages by impairing
brain areas involved in cognitive
processing. Keep your memory
sharp by fighting stress with regu-
lar exercise, social interactions
with supportive people, and
deep-breathing exercises.

IN THE NEWS

  Docs want scripts filled;  AMA eyes drug marketing


