harm reduction
COALITION

April 20, 2016

Memo to House Energy & Commerce Health Subcommittee on Opioid/Heroin Legislation

Harm Reduction Coalition commends the Health Subcommittee for considering opioid and heroin
legislation. Opioid overdose fatality is the leading cause of accidental death in the United States and has
been declared an epidemic by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). According to CDC
data, overdose deaths involving opioids — including prescription painkillers and heroin — claimed 28,647
lives in 2014. This figure represents a 14% increase in age-adjusted overdose death rates since 2013.
Increased mortality was driven by a dramatic rise in heroin overdose deaths, with heroin overdose death
rates more than tripling since 2010, accompanied by a surge in deaths involving illicit fentanyl, a
synthetic opioid increasingly combined with — or even sold as — heroin. These high rates of overdose will
persist as long as the two most proven tools to prevent overdose deaths — medication-assisted
treatment for opioid use disorders, and the overdose reversal drug naloxone — remain starkly
underutilized and difficult to access.

Medication-assisted treatment (involving methadone, buprenorphine, or naltrexone, accompanied by
counseling and support) is the most effective means of facilitating recovery from opioid use disorders,
and use of medication improves retention in treatment. Moreover, evidence shows that use of
medication-assisted treatment reduces overdose by 50% compared to treatment without medication.
However, the majority of people with opioid use disorders do not have access to medication-assisted
treatment: 90% of U.S. counties do not have a methadone clinic, and only 32,000 doctors are waivered
to prescribe buprenorphine, leaving 43% of U.S. counties without prescriber capacity.

Harm Reduction Coalition supports the Opioid Use Disorder Treatment Expansion and Modernization
Act as an important step in expanding access to medication-assisted treatment.

Overdose prevention education and training programs that distribute the FDA-approved, opioid rescue
medication naloxone have been proven to significantly reduce mortality. When administered in a timely
fashion, naloxone can reverse an opioid overdose; however, tragically it is not yet neither utilized
broadly nor widely available in many parts of the country. In response to the opioid overdose epidemic,
over 40 states and numerous communities and have taken action to make naloxone available within
their jurisdictions. CDC recently reported that 150,000 community members have been trained on
overdose prevention and provided with naloxone over the last 20 years, and of those over 26,000
successful overdose reversals have been reported by laypersons. However resources to support
overdose education and naloxone distribution are still scarce. If naloxone was more accessible and
overdose education and awareness efforts were expanded, countless lives could be saved.

Harm Reduction Coalition supports H.R. 3680 (Co-Prescribing to Reduce Overdose Act of 2015) and
H.R. 4586 (Lali’s Law) as providing vital support to expand access to naloxone through prescribing and
pharmacies.
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In addition to these three bills, there are several other bills under consideration at today’s hearing with
substantial merit, addressing opioid prescribing, treatment capacity, and neonatal abstinence syndrome.
Harm Reduction Coalition encourages the Subcommittee to continue exploring the broad range of
legislative proposals to address these issues, including bills not under review today that would make
substantial investments in expanding our nation’s treatment capacity to keep pace with the toll of the
prescription opioid and heroin crisis, and ensure meaningful coverage by public and private insurers for
effective treatment programs.

Harm Reduction Coalition again thanks the Chairs and Ranking Members of the subcommittee and full
committee, and the Members who have developed these bills and championed meaningful action to
address the overdose epidemic and support communities working to save lives.
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