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 PRESCRIPTION FOR SAFETY WITH PRESCRIPTION DRUGS

By Robert Weiner and Varun Saxena
In 2010, twenty two million Americans will take prescription drugs for non-medical reasons. Abuse rose of opioid pain killers has increased more than 400 percent over the last decade, according to The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). Treatment facilities across the nation have seen a tripling to quintupling of entries for opiates like OxyContin – it’s the “New Heroin,” says former federal Drug Czar Barry McCaffrey. 
The problem is especially acute among the youth. Abuse of painkillers rose 17% among teens between 2008 and 2009 alone. 

New Jersey isn’t excepted from these disturbing trends. HHS estimates that 84,000 

-- ten percent -- of state residents between 18 and 25 abused painkillers last year; 255,000 New Jersey citizens of all ages abused prescriptions.    

To promote the disposal of prescription drugs, the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) recently held its first ever nationwide “Prescription Drug Take-Back Day.” The event was modeled on New Jersey’s innovative “Operation Medicine Cabinet” initiative. The take-back day was a huge success – 121 tons of unused prescription drugs were collected at 3,400 sites across the nation. With federal resources, the federal program added scale to “Operation Medicine Cabinet”. Fourteen thousand pounds of unused prescription drugs were collected in New Jersey this year, compared to 9,000 pounds last year – over 50% more.  


Over half of prescription drug abusers reported in an HHS survey that they obtained the drugs "from a friend or relative for free." The majority of those also stated that the friend or relative had obtained the drugs from a single doctor. 
The message is clear: if you have unused prescription drugs in your home, get rid of them.

Congress has taken action to encourage the proper disposal of medications. The Responsible Drug Disposal Act of 2010 permits individuals to deliver their unused medications to drug take-back programs and makes it easier for nursing homes to dispose of unused medications. The lack of alternatives led people to flush unused medications down the toilet, an unsafe practice that contaminates our water supply.

Sometimes, government does something right. Due to “Prescription Drug Take-Back Day’s” success, DEA should hold drug take-back days on a regular basis. In addition, private drug take-back programs should be encouraged to flourish with financial incentives from charities, government, and individuals. 


Pharmaceutical companies must do more to prevent the abuse of their products. The Department of Justice reports that 60% of teens believe that prescription pain relievers are not addictive and 40% think they are “much safer” than illegal drugs. The truth is that prescription drugs are highly addictive and result in more fatalities (27,000 last year) than from cocaine and heroin combined. 

The pharmaceutical industry should:

· Create public service announcements that inform the public about the dangers of abusing their products.

· Run the announcements in the form an extensive and coordinated media campaign that includes TV, radio, print, and Internet. One in five Americans have abused prescription drugs, and the problem is not restricted to one age group.

· To maximize effectiveness, ads could highlight the tragic fate of celebrities who succumbed to prescription drug abuse. Examples include Michael Jackson and Health Ledger.

Each ad is already required to list the side effects of its medications. Congress and state legislatures should include explaining the “side effects” of illegitimate use. 
Robert Weiner, a former Paterson resident, served as spokesman for the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy and the U.S. House Narcotics Committee. Varun Saxena is a policy analyst for Robert Weiner Associates.
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