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The opioid crisis has created a clear juxtaposition between veterinary and
human medicine. Although veterinary patients are treated for many of the
same conditions as humans and veterinarians have prescribing access to
much of the human formulary, they are not subject to the same consistent
level of scrutiny and restrictions as their human counterparts.

The prescribing authority of veterinarians
varies among states, but veterinarians
can obtain valid access to opioids to
treat patients. Although recent guide-
lines and statements from both the
FDA' and the AVMA? encourage veteri-
narians to be vigilant of potential
opioid abuse by pet owners and team
members, the authors believe thisis a
passive role and a missed opportunity
to help curb this epidemic.

The number of human deaths involving
opioids has seen a 4.1-fold increase from
2002 to 2017, with the most recent statis-
tics attributing more than 49 000 deaths
to opioid overdose.? The immediate
response by public health officials and
policy makers has been focused on
limiting access to these drugs through
prescription drug monitoring programs
and various regulations at the state level.
Although these measures have improved
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tractability of drugs and put a strain on
illicit access to prescription drugs, they
are wrought with loopholes and do not
provide a long-term solution to stem-
ming access to these drugs through the
veterinary healthcare system.

The causes of and potential solutions to
the opioid epidemic are complex and
multifactorial. Human healthcare pro-
viders, insurance providers, employers,
and individuals all have input regarding
available healthcare choices, as well as
unique infrastructures, software, and
protocols that dictate how to communi-
cate, document information, and inter-
act with each other and with patients. In
addition, federal and state regulations
dictate healthcare delivery options and
reporting requirements. With so many
players, detecting and responding to
abuse or risk to humans and their pets
can be challenging. Individuals seeking

opioids could view the veterinary route
as the “path of least resistance” to facili-
tate their addiction.

Veterinary professionals should strive to
do more in contributing to a long-term
solution to the opioid crisis. Vigilance is
necessary to identify potential issues or
abuses.

The following scenarios highlight these
opportunities:

» Owner-inflicted injuries: In the
authors’ experience, concern and fur-
ther investigation are warranted when
patients are presented for frequent
unexplained injuries. In a recent ex-
ample, a patient was presented multi-
ple times with apparent surgical-type
lacerations.* This eventually raised the
suspicions of the veterinarian, who
identified that the pet owner was cut-
ting the patient and seeking veterinary
treatment to obtain tramadol.
Embellishment of the severity of a
patient’s chronic conditions (eg,
arthritis, chronic cough): Veterinari-
ans have the opportunity and the
professional obligation to confirm a
diagnosis and require rechecks
before new prescriptions are written.
Itisimportant to confirm that patient
response is appropriate to the pre-
scribed therapy to ensure pet owners
are not diverting part or all of a medi-
cation from the patient.

» Frequent switching between
practices: Given how impractical and
difficult it is to consistently track
patients among practices, pet owners
could exploit the opportunity to “hop”
from veterinarian to veterinarian and
falsify information. The pet owner
could manipulate a pet’s information
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to make it difficult for veterinarians
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and pharmacists to keep track of a
patient’s prescribed medications. The
Health Insurance Portability and
Accountability Act (HIPAA) prevents a
pharmacist from reviewing a pet own-
er’s medication record or other records
associated with the owner’s household
when a prescription is broughtin for a
pet. Only the file associated with the
veterinary prescription written for a
specific pet can be reviewed.

These scenarios could be addressed
through communication among veteri-
narians and pharmacists.

The authors recognize the challenges of
taking such a proactive approach. The
current healthcare system poses signifi-
cant limitations to communicating with
other providers. HIPAA rules protect
patient privacy but also create barriers

for provider collaboration. The myriad
laws and regulations that vary among
states create gaps and inconsistencies
that are difficult to navigate. Finally, the
often-incompatible information systems
that are used limit the ability to foster
collaboration among different providers.
Nonetheless, veterinarians have arole in
controlling this epidemic, including:

» Documenting and reporting suspected
abuse

» Reaching out to dispensers with
concerns

» Learning what behavior is normal for
their clients and patients and sharing
concerns and suspicions with team
members

» Encouraging fellow veterinary profes-
sionals to engage with others that are
actively working to reduce this public
health issue

Only through greater understanding and
education can veterinary professionals

help curtail the opioid epidemic and
gain the tools needed to address this
complex social issue.
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