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Naloxone (commercially known as Narcan)

has been hailed as a “Miracle Drug” . Not

only can it tackle heroin-related overdose

and save lives, how it is being used and

sold has completely changed.

In the past, Narcan was taken intravenously

and by prescription. Recent developments

have made it available as a nasal spray,

however, making it a lot easier to take and

use even at home.

Legislation has also changed in many states

meaning that Narcan is also now available

over the counter.

HHeerrooiinn--rreellaatteedd  oovveerrddoossee  ssttaattiissttiiccss

Over the course of the last few years, the rates of heroin-related overdose deaths have only

continued to skyrocket. Heroin is a type of opioid and is a common, illegal street-drug.

According to statistics from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2018) , during

2017 alone, over 15,000 people died due to heroin overdose. This death toll increased five
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times from 2010.

In fact, heroin-related deaths have surpassed gun-related homicides in America . In 2017,

28,000 deaths involving powerful synthetic opioids (including tramadol and fentanyl)

occurred in the United States . This is the largest amount of deaths caused by any type of

opioid.

Here is an infographic on the CDC website clearly demonstrating these rising trends:

Congress recently passed a spending bill with over $1 billion allocated towards combatting the growing opioid

epidemic. A major portion of this money will go towards preventative methods, as well as towards the

increased availability of addiction treatment .

However, despite this bill being passed, it seems that little action has been taken on a

national level to help combat the steadily rising rates of overdose-related death. While

politicians attempt to decide what can be done to curb this growing problem, many states

have taken it upon themselves to work towards a solution.

So far, the most beneficial state-by-state contribution to the countrywide opioid crisis has

been making the drug naloxone available over the counter. It is an opioid antagonist; a

medication that can counteract the deadly effects of an opioid overdose .

IInnffoorrmmaattiioonn  aabboouutt  NNaallooxxoonnee

Naloxone was first approved by the FDA in 1971, and has recently gained rampant popularity

as a “miracle drug” – one capable of counteracting the effects of a potentially lethal

overdose . It is the standard first-line agent used by doctors in an emergency setting to

reverse opioid overdose.

As mentioned above, this drug is an opioid antagonist; meaning that it binds to opioid

receptors in the brain and “blocks” other opioids present within the body from binding . It

therefore prevents further intoxication from opioids and effectively counteracts the physical

effects of an overdose.

UUssiinngg  tthhee  ““MMiirraaccllee  DDrruugg””

Naloxone, while originally only offered as an intravenous injection, is now available in an

intranasal form wwiitthhoouutt needing a prescription  in most states. Alternatively, it is available as

an intramuscular dose. The intranasal form in particular makes administering the drug

exceptionally simple. Legislators have also begun to change laws which prohibit anyone

without a medical license/prior training from administering the drug.

While the majority of states now sell Narcan over the counter at either CVS or Walgreens, it

is not yet available everywhere. Even those that are able to purchase the drug may not

legally be able to administer it. Administering the drug without the necessary credentials

could leave you open to fines from state or local governments. Make sure you look into the
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accessibility and legality within your own specific region.

CCuurrrreenntt  PPoolliicciieess  oonn  tthhee  ““MMiirraaccllee  DDrruugg””

Hopefully, in the near future, Narcan will be available in all states, and available for all to use

when necessary. The opioid antagonist has already saved countless lives, proving itself to

be a major competitor in the fight against heroin and opioid addiction. A review of the

literature showed that take-home naloxone programmes reduced overdose mortality rates,

and also had a low incidence of adverse drug effects .

Policy makers should also take note of the fact that interventions such as at-home naloxone

administration is cost-effective. An analysis by Coffin & Sullivan (2013)  showed that

distribution of take-home naloxone kits was cost-effective even under highly conservative

assumptions.

Criminalization only further dissuades struggling individuals from seeking necessary help.

The widespread social stigma pertaining to Narcan use, and heroin addiction itself, only

drives a larger wedge between the individuals that direly need help and accessibility of

crucial services. After all, the statistics and dire death tolls speak for themselves. Those who

are suffering from life-threatening heroin addiction are more inclined to hide their problems

from others, resulting in a high propensity to escalate to overdose-related death.
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