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PUBLIC HEALTH ASPECTS OF PRESCRIPTION DRUG ABUSE

Drug abuse is an important issue with serious health, social and economic
effects on the community. Diversion of legal prescription drugs for illegal
use is now recognized as a significant part of the country's drug abuse
problem.

Drug diversion may occur through the improper or illegal prescribing by
practitioners who write prescriptions either through ignorance or for
personal gain. Individuals may steal prescription blanks from practitioners
and write their own prescriptions. They may also alter practitioner written
prescriptions. Drugs may be stolen from legitimate sources such as
hospitals, nursing homes and pharmacies. Criminal diversion may occur at the
health care professional level.

These drugs have virtually the same potential for abuse and human
suffering as the well recognized illicit drugs - heroin, cocaine, marijuana.
In addition, prescription drug abuse strikes those not normally associated
with drug abuse and misuse. Research information developed by the National
Institute on Drug Abuse indicates that women and the elderly are particularly
susceptible to prescription drug abuse. It is believed that a substantial
amount of diverted prescription drugs are sold to the youth of the
Commonwealth. Many people allude to prescription drug abuse leading to
internal family problems such as abuse and neglect. Parents or spouses using
narcotics cannot provide the level of guidance or emotional support their
family needs.

Prescription drug abuse has been shown to contribute to serious health
and safety problems in the workplace. An office worker, laborer, lawyer or
doctor who is drug dependent cannot function at peak levels. Drug users:

are at least three times as likely to be involved in an accident

have better than two times as many absences lasting eight day or
longer

receive at least three times the average level of sick leave
benefits
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o are at least five times as likely to file a worker's compensation

claim

o are at least seven times as likely to be the target of garnishment
proceeding

o function at about 65% of their work potential

The following two federal statistics indicate that the Massachusetts
prescription drug abuse problem is critical:

o Massachusetts has a higher percentage of drug overdoses, as reported
by hospital emergency rooms, attributable to prescription drugs
(such as percodan and Valium) than the national average (69% vs.

55%).

o Massachusetts retail and hospital pharmacies are among the nation's

highest purchasers of some commonly abused schedule II drugs
(amphetamines - 6th, amobarbital - 5th, oxycodone - 3rd, methadone
(not including drug treatment programs) - 4th, opium alkaloid

mixtures - 2nd).
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