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	Imagine being 17 years old and the star quarter back on the high school football team. It is down to the last 2 minutes in the state championship game. Your team has the ball and has a play ready to go to make one final touchdown to win the state championship. You are looking for your teammate to throw the ball to and as the seconds tick by, you get tackled. The lineman caused you to break your leg and the injury was so severe you were rushed to the emergency room by ambulance. The nurse gives you some Vicodin for the pain and since the injury was so bad you are sent home with more Vicodin refills to take as needed. As the weeks go by you start to rely more on the Vicodin to make it through the day more than anything else and become addicted to it. This leads to buying opioids from dealers off the street and throwing your football career away because the addition got so bad. One night you got a batch of heroin from a dealer off the street that was laced, and you died before your 18th birthday because of the opioid addition. Unfortunately, this is happening more often than it should with opioid misuse, addiction, and overdose on the rise. The opioid epidemic has been a serious problem for years and needs to be addressed to help save lives.

	Opioid addiction is a crisis affecting loved ones that go into medical facilities seeking help and end up addicted or dying. Opioid-involved overdose deaths rose significantly from 46,802 deaths in 2018 to 49,860 in 2019 (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). Opioids are a class of drugs that include the illegal drug heroin, synthetic opioids such as fentanyl, and pain relievers available legally by prescription, such as OxyContin, Vicodin, codeine, morphine, and many others (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). All opioids are chemically related and interact with opioid receptors on nerve cells in the body and brain (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). So, taking an opioid for a short period of time irregularly may not cause any issues, but the euphoria produced in addition to the pain relief causes patients to crave the medication more. Regular use – even as prescribed by a doctor – can lead to dependance and, when misused, an opioid pain reliever can lead to addition, overdose incidents, and deaths (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). Using other forms of medications, limiting the number of opioids given, and or limiting the dosage given can help prevent opioid addiction. 

	The history of opioids started in 1995 when OxyContin (oxycodone controlled-release) was first approved, followed by Acitq (fentanyl) in 1998 for pain medicine (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). In the late 1900s, pharmaceutical companies reassured the medical community that patients would not become addicted to opioid pain relievers and healthcare providers began to prescribe them at greater rates (Assistant Secretary of Public Affairs, 2021). Not far behind began reports of overdose and death from prescription pain drugs, especially OxyContin, on the rise in the early 2000s (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). Increased prescription of opioid medications led to widespread misuse of both prescription and non-prescription opioids before it became clear that these medications could indeed be so addictive (Assistant Secretary of Public Affairs, 2021). Instead of cutting back the dose allowed to be prescribed, in 2001 the FDA changed the label of OxyContin to add and strengthen warnings about the drug’s potential for misuse and abuse (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). It was not until 2010 that the FDA approved a new formulation of OxyContin (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). In April 2014 the FDA approved Evizo (naloxone hydrochloride injection) for the emergency treatment of known or suspected opioid overdose (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). In November 2015 the FDA approved Narcan nasal spray, the first FDA-approved nasal spray version of naloxone hydrochloride (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). In April 2019 the FDA approved the first generic naloxone nasal spray to treat opioid overdose (Center for Drug Evaluation and Research, 2021). Naloxone is a medication that when given immediately after an opioid overdose, can reverse the effect (National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2021). Having this medication available to all medical providers can help save lives. 

	On the legal side, most of the court cases and lawsuits over opioids have been against the drug companies. This month, lawyers from local governments announced they were on the verge of a 26 billion dollar settlement with the nation’s three biggest drug distribution companies and the drug maker Johnson & Johnson to force the pharmaceutical industry to help pay to fix a nationwide opioid addiction and overdose crisis (Mulvihill, 2021). The state of Virginia is expected to receive up to 530 million dollars over many years from the settlement, per Attorney General Mark Herring (Associated Press, 2021). Under the deal, Johnson & Johnson would not produce any opioids for at least a decade, and AmerisourceBergen, Cardinal Health, and McKesson share prescribing information under a new system intended to stop the avalanches of pills that arrived in some regions about a decade ago (Mulvihill, 2021). Reducing the production and prescribing of opioids can decrease the number of individuals using opioids, relying on opioids, and ultimately stop the addiction. This is a huge win for American, making the largest producers of the opioids pay back into the community. As mentioned in some articles about the cases, some individuals feel settlements do not equal accountability. As mentioned in an article by ABC News, a resident in Wayne, Pennsylvania states, “You can murder one person and go to jail for life. You murder hundreds of thousands? You just put up some money and you don’t go to jail. Where’s the justice in that” (Mulvihill, 2021). As with many larger corporations and companies, it is harder to blame single individuals and make them serve jail time when they can write a check at any price point to use as their get-out-of-jail-free card. 

	In the state of Virginia, there is The Pharmacy Act and The Drug Control Act, which contain the laws and regulations within the commonwealth for healthcare providers. Chapter 25.2 is the Prescription Monitoring Program and § 54.1-2522.1 discusses requirements of prescribers when dispensing opioids (Virginia Board of Pharmacy Laws & Regulations, n.d.). These laws are updated regularly, and it is a requirement for health care providers to stay up to date on them. Knowing the correct procedure to follow if an opioid is prescribed can be the determining factor between keeping their license as a provider or not. Not knowing the law is not an excuse for negligence. 

	The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) discusses The Strategy on the internationally opioid crisis, 
“In June 2018, UNODC launched an integrated strategy to support countries in addressing the on-going synthetic opioid crisis affecting mainly North American with fentanyl and its analogues, parts of Africa, Asia, and the Middle East with tramadol. The UNODC integrated strategy includes: coordinating the international response; reducing supply of opioids for non-medical use through changes in the scope of control of substances, supporting the implementation of scheduling decisions of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND), as well as capacity building in support of national law enforcement interventions; promoting rational use of, and access to, opioids for medical and scientific purposes; and promoting effective prevention strategies and treatment options for substance-use disorders” (The Strategy, n.d.). 	
Having a large umbrella organization to network under to communities in the needed countries can help monitor the opioid crisis and reduce the spread to other countries. In Africa, opioids are being used by populations at risk for addiction and infectious diseases transmission (Kurth et al., 2018, p.6). Heroin trafficking and use in Kenta and Tanzania has been on the rise, along with an increase in tramadol misuse and trafficking from Asia to central and west Africa, and codeine abuse in South Africa (Kurth et al., 2018, p.3). Getting health care workers in this country that can help the areas that are at high risk is vital to stop the trafficking and use of opioids. 87% of the world’s illicit seizures of pharmaceutical opioids are in Africa (Kurth et al., 2018, p.2). This region has the greatest Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) and Hepatitis C Virus (HCV) disease burden, and the greatest shortages of health workers and addiction treatment (Kurth et al., 2018, p.1). Having Naloxone stocked in hospitals internationally can help prevent deaths from overdose. Tramadol, a man-maid opioid causing crisis mainly in India, Africa, and the Middle East, seeks regulation (Schmall & Galofaro, 2019). Educating the population on the dangers of opioids and providing them with medications to help with pain management is the first step in prevention of the opioid crisis in this region. Schmall & Galofaro, 2019 reported, 
“In 2017, law enforcement reported that $75 million worth of tramadol from India was confiscated en route to the Islamic State terror group. Authorities intercepted 600,000 tablets headed for Boko Haram. Another 3 million were found in a pickup truck in Niger, in boxes disguised with U.N. logos. The agency warned that tramadol was playing “a direct role in the destabilization of the region” (Schmall & Galofaro, 2019).
While tramadol may not be as serious of an opioid as fentanyl or heroin, it still causes an addiction process that can lead to overdose and death. Having this serious of an effect on the country shows the necessity of UNODC to provide resources to developing countries. Setting up addiction counseling, treatment centers, and laws to regulate and control opioids from continuing to spiral out of control is imperative. 

	The opioid epidemic brings light the long term pain and suffering that can occur from addiction and overuse of opioids. The crisis is not only in the United States, but also in developing countries fighting to get health care and laws in place to save their communities. Doctors finding new and better ways to treat pain and find the root cause of the pain needs to be the focus for the clients. Creating laws to stop large pharmaceutical companies from being allowed to market and push opioids needs to continue to be updated. Creating research studies to find medications that are non-habit forming that will help with pain to take the place of opioid treatment can help stop the need for opioids. Working together as public health specialists to train health care workers about the opioid crisis and ways to save lives can better the world. 
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