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MEMORANDUM
July 10, 2017
To:  Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations Democratic Members and Staff
Fr:  Committee on Energy and Commerce Democratic Staff
Re:  Hearing on “Combating the Opioid Crisis: Battles in the States”
On Wednesday, July 12, 2017 at 10:00 AM in room 2123 of the Rayburn House

Office Building, the Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations will hold a hearing titled
“Combating the Opioid Crisis: Battles in the States.”

. U.S. OPIOID EPIDEMIC CONTINUES TO HARM PUBLIC HEALTH

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has described prescription drug
abuse in the United States as an epidemic.! According to CDC, 91 Americans die every day
from an opioid overdose.?

Over the past three years, the Subcommittee has held multiple hearings on prescription
opioid addiction and abuse and on fentanyl, in particular.® At these hearings, witnesses,
including state and local addiction treatment experts, medical experts, and federal officials,
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described the extent of the opioid epidemic and testified that serious impediments to widespread
access to treatment persist.

At the most recent hearing on March 21, 2017, the Committee heard from several agency
officials on the latest iteration of the opioid epidemic: fentanyl.*

1. FENTANYL AND ITS ANALOGUES IN THE UNITED STATES

Fentanyl is a powerful synthetic opioid pain reliever, about 50 times more potent than
heroin and up to 100 times more potent than morphine. Fentanyl is so strong that inhaling the
equivalent of two grains of salt (just two milligrams) can be lethal.®

As a Schedule 1l drug under the Controlled Substances Act, fentanyl is legally available
only through a nonrefillable prescription.® The primary cause of the current domestic
emergency, however, is illicitly manufactured fentanyl.” Law enforcement has found such illicit
fentanyl nationwide — often mixed into other illegal drugs.® In response to the growing fentanyl
abuse problem, in March 2015 and June 2016, the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration
(DEA) issued nationwide public health and public safety alerts regarding the lethality of the
drug.®

Experts believe China is currently the primary supplier of fentanyl now illegally entering
the U.S.1% Chinese producers supply a range of fentanyl products, including raw fentanyl,
precursors, and analogues. One of these products, acrylfentanyl, can even be resistant to the life-
saving antagonist naloxone.
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In response to the burgeoning production of illicit fentanyl in China, the U.S. and China
have taken steps to increase counternarcotic cooperation, including strengthening regulations to
control the movement of some fentanyl-related substances.*> However, Chinese and U.S.
authorities still face challenges stemming the flow of illicit fentanyl into the United States.

I11.  OPIOIDS AND ILLICIT FENTANYL ARE DIRECTLY IMPACTING STATES

State and local governments across the country are directly impacted by opioid addiction
and illicit fentanyl. In West Virginia, where opioids kill someone every 10 hours, fentanyl has
overtaken heroin as the leading cause of overdose-related deaths.’* Columbus, Ohio, sees nearly
one overdose death per day tied to fentanyl, and the coroner of Stark County, Ohio, had to
request an additional cold-storage trailer to hold the bodies of overdose victims.® In Rhode
Island this year, over 66 percent of drug overdose deaths have been associated with fentanyl — up
from 50 percent in 2015.%% Researchers in Rhode Island have found evidence that fentanyl is so
pervasive that users of illicit opioids who want to avoid the drug may have a hard time doing
so.Y’

In response, States have begun to develop innovative responses to address this growing
health epidemic. Virginia requires prescribers to check the Commonwealth’s Prescription
Monitoring Program for other opioid prescriptions in a patient’s name before issuing that patient
a prescription for pills that exceeds 7 days.'® Community groups in Ohio are working to
distribute test strips that can help users detect the presence of fentanyl when it is mixed with
heroin and other drugs.'® Maryland recently passed legislation designed to more easily connect
drug overdose victims to treatment and to limit prescribed opioids to the lowest possible dose.?°
Kentucky recently unveiled its new “Don’t Let Them Die” campaign, which establishes a
website, www.dontletthemdie.com, to provide detailed information on the risks of opioid use;
directions regarding how to obtain naloxone, which can reverse the effects of opioids and stop an
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overdose; and a treatment hotline to connect those in need with addiction recovery specialists.?
And a community group in Rhode Island has developed the “NaloxBox,” which is designed to
give the members of the public immediate access to naloxone.??

In addition, several states have also brought suit against opioid distributors and
manufacturers, alleging they are partly to blame for this growing crisis. Ohio, Illinois,
Mississippi, West Virginia, four counties in New York, Santa Clara and Orange Counties in
California, McDowell County and Cabell County in West Virginia, the city of Everett
Washington, and the Cherokee Nation are among the jurisdictions that have filed lawsuits to this
end.?®

IV.  WITNESSES

The following witnesses have been invited to testify:

Boyd Rutherford
Lieutenant Governor
State of Maryland

Brian Moran

Secretary

Secretariat of Public Safety and Homeland Security
Commonwealth of Virginia

Rebecca Boss

Director

Department of Behavioral Healthcare, Developmental Disabilities and Hospitals
State of Rhode Island

John Tilley

Secretary

Justice and Public Safety Cabinet
Commonwealth of Kentucky
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