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Drugs are bad, and you 
should not do them. That is 
the message that schools have 
been telling kids for years, and 
it seems like pretty good advice 
until you realize that opioid ad-
diction does not start with two 
people making a deal in a shady 
back alley. Instead, it starts with 
a doctor writing a prescription. 

From 2005 to 2015 the 
amount of  deaths from over-
dose on opioid addiction 
jumped from 15,000 to 35,000, 
which makes it one of  the big-
gest epidemics in American his-
tory, even larger than the AIDS 
epidemic in the ‘80s and ‘90s. 
Opioids are substances that act 
on opioid receptors to give pain-
killing effects. Basically, they are 
very strong painkillers, and the 

one everybody knows is hero-
in, which is responsible for al-
most all of  the opioid overdose 
deaths. And this may sound 
crazy, but heroin is not the real 
problem. Seventy fi ve percent 
of  people who are addicted to 
heroin never started with illegal 
drugs, but with a prescription 
to an opioid painkillers like Ox-
ycontin or Vicodin, chemical 
cousins to heroin.

 This issue is a growing prob-
lem in Indiana. We rank 14th in 
opioid overdose deaths per cap-
ita. While we are not the worst, 
it is clearly an issue that is going 
to spread to our state very soon 
because states with the biggest 
increase in opioid overdose 
deaths last year were Ohio, Ken-
tucky, Michigan, and Illinois. All 
of  those states have something 
in common -- they share a bor-
der with Indiana. 

And that is not to say it is not 

already a problem here. New 
Albany has 20 heroin overdose 
deaths per 100,000, which is a 
very high number. Neighboring 
Washington and Scott counties 
average 29 and 38 deaths re-
spectively, making them some 
of  the most affected in the state.

Indiana’s problems are not 
unfounded, however. In 2016  
Indiana was one of  just a few 
states that actually had more 
opioids prescribed than people 
living in the state. The other 
states? You guessed it: Ohio, 
Michigan, Kentucky, and West 
Virginia.

The reason these drugs have 
become so easy to get is be-
cause of  relentless pushing of  
them by large pharmaceutical 
companies after the release of  
strong painkillers like Oxycon-
tin. From 1999 to 2015 opioid 
prescriptions in America quad-
rupled, and the Midwest has 

been the catalyst for this. 
A couple years ago, Scott 

County had an outbreak of  
HIV, and this is one of  the most 
concerning issues with the hero-
in epidemic. Though heroin can 
affect wealthy people, it is sig-
nifi cantly more common among 
lower income households, and 
many of  these people cannot 
afford new needles. Using pre-
viously-used needles or other 
people’s is incredibly dangerous 
because once they have been 
used they carry everything that 
the person who used the needle 
has. This can lead to the spread 
of  HIV once one addict is in-
fected.

This problem is important 
and it affects many Hoosiers. It 
will be a very hard epidemic to 
reverse, but there are support 
systems that can help addicts. 
The key is keeping these people 
alive long enough that they can 

recover from their addiction. 
Programs like needle exchang-
es, which can help make sure 
addicts do not get and transfer 
diseases to others, have been 
effective in reducing overdoses. 
Supervised injection sites and 
substance analysis services can 
help make sure addicts do not 
overdose or get sick. Methadone 
therapy and clinics, although 
controversial, have proven to 
be effective in helping people 
recover from their addictions by 
weaning them off  the drugs. 

This issue is not one that is 
going to leave our area quickly 
or easily. The best thing we can 
do to help is to be vigilant of  
friends and family who have 
prescriptions to painkillers, and 
to help them make sure they do 
not get addicted, because opioid 
and heroin addiction is a quick-
ly-growing issue that ruins lives 
and isn’t going away soon. 
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