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PROP News Release:

Prescription opioids continue to contribute to the rise in drug overdose deaths

PROP applauds the Biden administration for promulgating guidelines that will help expand
access to evidence-based medication assisted treatment for opioid use disorder.1

Treatment, however, is only part of the solution. Prevention may be even more important, and
decreasing new opioid prescriptions is key to ending this epidemic. Because most opioid-related
deaths now involve illicitly synthesized opioids (fentanyl, carfentanyl), surpassing deaths due to
prescription opioids, a conventional view is that the prescription opioid crisis is over.   In fact,
deaths due to prescription opioids have continuously increased from 1999 through 2017.(Fig)2

After the CDC released its 2016 guideline on opioid prescribing, and related state and local
prescribing guidelines reduced U.S. opioid prescribing3, deaths from prescribed opioids
substantially declined in 2018 and 2019 for the first time in almost two decades.4 But U.S.
prescription opioid consumption and related prescription opioid overdose deaths remain at
historically high levels;  the United States uses more prescription opioids than any country in the
world.  Tragically, prescription opioids still account for about 28% of all opioid-related deaths.
Prescription opioids also contribute to synthetic opioid deaths because many heroin and illicit
fentanyl users developed their addiction from taking prescription opioids.5

The best evidence now shows that prescription opioids are ineffective for long-term
management of common chronic pain conditions, such as osteoarthritis and low back pain.6

Reducing opioid use for acute pain (after injuries, post-op) leads to fewer persons transitioning
to chronic opioids, fewer then becoming opioid-dependent, fewer persons becoming addicted,
and ultimately fewer opioid overdose deaths.

In 2020, over 93,000 people died in the US from drug overdoses.4 This 29.4% jump was the
highest single year increase ever recorded. This contrasts with the estimated highest peak of
gun deaths of 40,000  in 2017, the highest peak of HIV deaths of 45,000 in 1995, and the



highest peak of car crash deaths of 53,000  in 1972.7 Overprescribing of opioids continues to
fuel this epidemic. Reducing new opioid prescriptions remains vitally important.

PROP also calls for the millions of persons who needlessly became opioid dependent to be given
effective treatments for opioid dependence and opioid use disorder to prevent drug overdoses
involving the dangerous illicit synthetic opioids now readily available.
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