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Schwartzreport
America’s Deadly Opioid
Epidemic From Which Everyone
But the Users Profits
|| Stephan A. Schwartz ||
I
will start where I started myself,

eight years ago. On June 14, 2008, I
read a research report and cited it
that day in my daily web publica-

tion, Schwartzreport. The study was the
work of the Florida Medical Examiners
Commission.
They found that their:
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… report’s findings track with
similar studies by the federal Drug
Enforcement Administration,
which has found that roughly seven
million Americans are abusing pre-
scription drugs. If accurate, that
would be an increase of 80% in
six years and more than the total
abusing cocaine, heroin, hallucino-
gens, Ecstasy, and inhalants. The
Florida report analyzed 168,900
deaths statewide. Cocaine, heroin,
and all methamphetamines caused
989 deaths, it found, while legal
opioids—strong painkillers in
brand-name drugs like Vicodin
and OxyContin—caused 2328.
Drugs with benzodiazepine, mainly
depressants like Valium and Xanax,
led to 743 deaths. Alcohol was the
most commonly occurring drug,
appearing in the bodies of 4179 of
the dead and judged the cause of
death of 466—fewer than cocaine
(843) but more than methampheta-
mine (25) and marijuana (0).1
e Schwartzreport tracks emerging trends that
ll affect the world, particularly the United States.
r EXPLORE it focuses on matters of health in
broadest sense of that term, including medical

ues, changes in the biosphere, technology, and
licy considerations, all of which will shape our
lture and our lives.
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Except for the antipode example of
marijuana—a subject for another time—
the statistics were horrifying. I realized
the country was in the throes of an
epidemic that would dwarf illegal drugs
like heroin, and began to track the data.
Since 2008 I have done about eight to
ten stories a year in Explore and Schwartz-
report, watching it develop into a crisis of
such scope that by 2015, 20.5 million
Americans aged 12 years or older had a
substance-use disorder.
In 2015 the population of the United

States was 320 million; that is 6% of the
population. It always helps to have a
sense of scale, so consider this: that is
more than all the Mormons, Orthodox
Christians, Jews, Muslims, Buddhists,
and Hindus, collectively.2

Of the 20.5 million, 2 million were
involved with prescription pain relievers,
and 591,000 were also involved with
heroin.3 That meant over three times as
many people had drug issues with legally
prescribed medications than was the case
with heroin. And in return, according to
The National Institute on Drug Abuse,
23% of the people who start with heroin
also develop opioid addiction.4

The modern opioid crisis began in the
1970s with the synthetic opioids perco-
cet and vicodin, which were not sup-
posed to be addictive, and were
specifically designed to replace mor-
phine. But it really took off in 1996
when Purdue Pharma brought OxyCon-
tin onto the market. In the early 1990s,
U.S. pharmacies typically filled two
to three million prescriptions for pain
management medications. In a single
year, from 1995–1996, with OxyContin
now in the mix, it increased by eight
million.5
3, No. 4
Once again, as with opium replacing
alcohol, morphine replacing opium, and
heroin replacing morphine, the pitch to
physicians, particularly primary care
practitioners, was that the new opioids
were not addictive. In this Purdue was
wildly successful. How successful?
A good place to go to find the answer
is West Virginia. Katherine Ellen Foley
writing for Quartz, spells it out about as
clearly as one could.

Reporters at the Charleston Gazette-
Mail in West Virginia analyzed
shipment data from the U.S.
Food and Drug Administration
and found three major drug manu-
facturing companies—McKesson,
Cardinal Health, and Amerisource-
Bergen—made $17 billion by send-
ing 423 million opioid painkillers
to West Virginia between 2007 and
2012. These are the big three com-
panies, but even they only supply
about half the pain medications
sold in the state. Is it surprising
then, that 6 of the 55 counties in
West Virginia have the highest
death tolls resulting from opioid
addiction in the country? Over six
years, nearly 2000 have perished
from overdoses of hydrocodone
and OxyContin pills in just those
six counties.6

In one case, over 24 months, drug
wholesalers—this is almost impossible
to believe—sent nine million OxyCon-
tin pills to one pharmacy in one tiny
town of 392 people. To consume that
many OxyContins means that those 392
people would have to ingest 11,479 pills
a year, 31 pills every 24 h. Do you think
this outlier sales success was noticed?
Sam Suppa is a retired Charleston,

West Virginia pharmacist. I’ll let him
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state the obvious. “It starts with the
doctor writing, the pharmacist filling,
and the wholesaler distributing. They’re
all three in bed together. The distribu-
tors knew what was going on. They just
didn’t care.”6

West Virginia, though, is just a snap-
shot of one state. Opioid addiction and
misuse is a growing crisis in every state.
But it is not growing uniformly. Con-
necticut, Florida, Illinois, Kentucky,
Louisiana, Maine, Maryland, Massa-
chuetts, Michigan, New Hampshire,
New Jersey, New York, North Carolina
Ohio, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
Tennessee, Washington, and West Vir-
ginia each saw a statistically significant
increase in their opioid death rate
between 2014 and 2015.
Cable news and newspapers report

more and more stories about the misery
and death caused by the opioid crisis or
epidemic, whichever you choose to call
it, and the damage it is wreaking on
American society. There is, and should
be, much discussion about what to do.
What I don’t see being examined is

how this social crisis was allowed to grow
and continue. I don’t think we have
addressed the reality that the United States
allowed a legal formalized addictive drug
distribution network to be created, even
though by 2015 it was killing 33,000
people a year, about the same as guns
and traffic driving fatalities. Tobacco, alco-
hol, and prescribed opioids are now the
country’s three main killers.7

Don’t you find it interesting that all
three of them are legal, and that one, the
opioid crisis we now face, was created
before our eyes within the working life-
time of a single physician?
Why did this happen? I think the

answer is pretty obvious: Everyone in
the network has been raking in obscene
amounts of money vampired largely out
of poor overstressed overwhelmingly
White people in a fear fugue of despera-
tion, poverty, and an existential angst
that the world had changed and they
had been thereby diminished.
The three big pharmaceutical compa-

nies responsible for 50% of the market,
as well as the other 50% made up of
smaller players, could not have had an
easier target. These Americans were
milked. And everyone knew it. That is
how we got to a place where America
Schwartzreport
has less than 5% of the world’s popula-
tion, yet it consumes roughly 80% of the
world’s opioid supply.8 That is a figure
on the same level of social dysfunction
as the fact that we have roughly one-
quarter of the world’s prisoners; the
United States runs the largest gulag in
the world.
In 2014, the medical research and

management corporation Express Scripts
published their opioid data that gives us
a good profile of the epidemic:9

Fewer patients, increasing number of pre-
scriptions: The number of Americans
filling prescriptions for opioids declined
9.2% between 2009 and 2013, but both
the number of prescriptions filled and
the number of days of medication per
prescription rose approximately 8.4%.
Short-term use of prescription opiates

declined: The number of longer-term
opioid users remained fairly constant
over the five years studied; the number
of short-term users declined 11.1%
between 2009 and 2013.
Patients likely to use prescription opiates

long-term: Nearly one half of patients
who took opiate painkillers for more
than 30 days in the first year of use
continued to use them for three years or
longer. Almost 50% of those patients
were taking only short-acting opioids,
putting them at higher risk of addiction.
Younger adults use more opioid medica-

tions: The elderly have the highest pre-
valence of opioid use, but younger
adults (aged 20–44 years) filled more
opioid prescriptions and had the greatest
increase in the number of days of med-
ication prescribed, per prescription, of
any age group over the five-year period.
Opioid use more prevalent among women:

A total of 30% more women than men
took prescription opiates in 2013; how-
ever, men are more likely to fill more
prescriptions and take higher doses of
these medications.
Pain prescriptions most prevalent in

Southeastern small cities: The greatest con-
centration of opioid use is found in
small cities in the Southeastern region
of the United States, with the vast
majority of these cities located in four
states: Kentucky, Alabama, Georgia, and
Arkansas.
Most long-term opioid users take danger-

ous drug combinations: Nearly 60% of
patients using opioids were taking a
EXPLORE
combination of drugs that are dangerous
and potentially fatal; among these mix-
tures, almost one in three patients were
prescribed anti-anxiety drugs known as
benzodiazepines along with an opioid—
the most common cause of overdose
deaths involving multiple drugs.
In 2007, Purdue Pharma, which cre-

ated OxyContin, was given a $634.5
million penalty after admitting that the
corporation had used misleading mar-
keting tactics and three former execu-
tives pled guilty. The legal action
centered on the charge that Purdue
“had misled doctors and patients when
it claimed the drug was less likely to be
abused than traditional narcotics,” and
convinced doctors and other prescribers
that their new formulation of OxyCon-
tin was not likely to be abused and was
unlikely to be addictive.10 The
marketing strategy resulted in a massive
increase in the prescription of the drug
and subsequent overdose deaths.
At the same time, in a third finding

that although not directly related to
opioids further revealed the thinking
and practices of the pharmaceutical
industry. Bristol-Myers Squibb pled
guilty “to making false statements to
the government involving its anti-
clotting medicine Plavix.”10

According to the New York Times
account of the Purdue judgment,
“At a news conference… in Roanoke,
Va., John L. Brownlee, the United States
attorney for the Western District of
Virginia, said the impact of Purdue’s
marketing of OxyContin had resulted
in rising crime rates, teenage drug addic-
tion, deaths, and other problems.
“The results of Purdue’s crimes were

staggering,” he said.10

At the end of December 2016, yet
another action was taken against this
death network. The Drug Enforcement
Administration won a $10 million civil
judgment again Kinray, LLC, a Queens
pharmaceutical distributor, and its par-
ent company Cardinal got a $34 million
judgment. Significantly, this was not
Cardinal’s first such judgment. Back in
2007, when the Purdue finding was
made, Kinray lost their license to ship
from their warehouses in Washington,
Florida, and New Jersey, as well as having
$34 million in penalties levied against
them.11
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What is all this telling us about the
illness profit system we call healthcare in
the United States? I think it is proving
to us that the function of the system we
now have places greater value on
profit than on the well-being of
market-targeted populations. Human
life is expendable to make money.
That is a pretty nasty thing to face
about your country, but the data does
not care.
Every other developed nation on

earth has figured out that individual
well-being is important to societal health
and has developed a system for universal
healthcare. Why cannot we? Again the
answer is profit. All the arguments about
Obamacare, and all the arguments about
Trumpcare center not on well-being and
health, but on how to preserve a profit-
based system.
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