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Deaths tied to ingredient in OxyContin

But oxycodone also found in 40 more painkillers

By Greg Stone SUNDAY GAZETTE-MAIL

A review of last year's autopsy reports by the West Virginia Medical Examiner's office revealed that four
state deaths were caused by oxycodone, the sole ingredient in the widely abused painkiller OxyContin.

In nine other deaths, the attending physician considered oxycodone instrumental enough in the death to
mention it under "immediate cause of death" on the deceased death's certificate. Other drugs, however,
were also present in these cases, said Dr. Henry Taylor, commissioner for the state Bureau for Public
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Health.

Seven other deaths were classified as & quot;multiple drug intoxications," Taylor said. When Dr. Jm
Kaplan at the medical examiner's office investigated further, Taylor said, oxycodone was aso present in
those persons.

OxyContin is not the only analgesic - or painkilling - drug on the market to include oxycodone, though
OxyContin contains nothing else.

The compound is also present in at least 40 other drugs, including Percodan and Percocet. These two
longtime painkillers are "cut," or diluted, with aspirin and acetaminophen.

Thereis no sure way of knowing if the oxycodone identified in the cases came from OxyContin, though
one of the examining physicians actually identified the drug by name when he filed his report.

Purdue Pharma, L.P., the Stamford, Conn., company that manufactures OxyContin, routinely disputes
specific death figures attributed to the drug. They point out that many other drugs contain oxycodone and
that OxyContin istypically abused in combination with other drugs.

"I'm unable to add a lot of information,” said Purdue Pharma spokesman Jim Heins. "I'm not denying
OxyContin can be potentially fatal when abused. We say that on our package inserts. And there are 40
other drugs that contain oxycodone."

Executive director of public affairs Robin Hogen gave the Sunday Gazette-Mail a letter to Purdue Pharma
from David Jones, executive director of the Kentucky State Medical Examiner's office.

In the letter, Jones says he is & quot;unaware of any reliable data in Kentucky that proves OxyContinis
causing alot of deaths."

Jones, however, said he had never gathered any data on oxycodone when he wrote the letter to Purdue. His
brief computer search turned up the following numbers:

For the year 2000, two people in Kentucky died of oxycodone poisoning. Two died of an oxycodone and
alcohol combination.

Twenty-three died of oxycodone in combination with other drugs.

So far this year, two people in Kentucky have died of oxycodone overdoses, three more in combination
with other drugs.

Jones declines to blame OxyContin for the oxycodone numbers, pointing to the multiple drug cases.
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"How are you going to say one drug did it and not another?"

The Virginia state medical examiner's office, meanwhile, reports 35 accidental deaths from oxycodone
since 1997, 21 suicides and three undetermined fatalities.

Though toxicology reports on death certificates aren't ironclad in implicating OxyContin, there is plenty of
evidence of widespread abuse.

Law enforcement officials, substance abuse counselors and community |eaders across West Virginia all
say OxyContin is becoming a scourge.

The little town of Gilbert in Mingo County made news late last year, when residents banded together to
fight what they say is an epidemic of OxyContin abuse. Use seems to have spread since then, north to the
KanawhaValley and beyond. Other rural states, for some reason, seem particularly hard hit.

Recreational users obtain OxyContin by any number of means. They may "doctor shop” - go from doctor
to doctor seeking the drug - steal prescription pads or manipulate physicians penmanship.< /font>

Sometimes, family members steal the pills from an elderly relative's prescription supply and use or sell
them. OxyContin sells for about $1 a milligram. Contrary to the manufacturer's instructions, the pills are
either crushed and snorted or boiled and injected, kicking off an intense high.

OxyContin abuse is attracting national media attention. The current Newsweek features a cover story
about painkillers. The magazine highlights the OxyContin struggles of the Kentucky town of Hazard.
Rolly Sullivan, professor of behavioral medicine and psychiatry at West Virginia University, said he
started seeing OxyContin cases two years ago.

"It didn't just didein," Sullivan said. "It came roaring in." Nicholas County Circuit Judge Gary Johnson
says of OxyContin, "l've never seen anything like this. People are stealing from their grandmothers."

Several Nicholas County parents have had rightsto their children terminated by the state Department of
Health and Human Resources, because of OxyContin abuse.

The parents had simply abandoned the children, leaving them with relatives, to chase OxyContin.

"It's beyond belief,” said Nicholas County public defender Greg Hurley. "Every other person who walksin
my officeisinvolved in this stuff - selling, stealing, whatever. Half the crimesin this county are related to
OxyContin."

From October to December of last year, the taxpayer-funded Medicaid program, which provides health
care to the poor, elderly and disabled, spent $1.4 million on 7,800 OxyContin prescriptions. Those
prescriptions went to 2,700 people.
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"That's about 2 percent of our total drug expenditures, which is pretty high," said Phil Lynch, acting
commissioner for the state Bureau for Medical Services.

Because of the high cost to Medicaid and the rampant abuse potential of OxyContin, beginning April 16
the bureau will require prior authorization from a physician before it agrees to pay for thedrug. Itisa
fairly loose restriction; however, physicians must only ask for permission if the dose is greater than two
tablets aday, of any size.

That means a physician could prescribe 320 milligrams a day of OxyContin - avery high dose - without
explanation. OxyContin's largest tablets are 160-milligram strong.

Physicians on the bureau's drug utilization review committee were adamant that the restriction should be
relatively lenient, Lynch said. Some cancer patients, for instance, need that much pain relief, he said.

Lynch said bureau physicians could elect to tighten the policy, if costs continue to rise and abuse appears
toincrease. .
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Asan extension of a non-profit organization, all information presented on thisweb siteisfor educational purposes
only. Any copyrighted material is designated as such with the author (s) retaining full copyrights. While the Bulletin
Board isopen for public comment, the opinionsor statements are solely those of the person posting the information.
Thisisa public service provided by Appalachain Focus, who isnot responsible for the information presented herein.

Send mail to larry@appalachianfocus.org with questions or comments about this web site.
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