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A PAINFUL PROSPECT- 
WITH NO ANALGESIC 

One of the most fundamental principles of physics is that for every action 
there is some comparable reaction. Amazingly, we find that this basic law of 
nature is either overlooked or ignored in determining various national poli- 
cies and strategies. 

In July of last year, we wrote in this column to express our concern that ef- 
forts to bring under control a serious national health problem-namely, drug 
abuse-had reached a level of such extremism that those efforts had come to 
be a health problem in themselves. Specifically, the single-minded determi- 
nation to stamp out drug abuse had proceeded to the point where legitimate 
use of medication is seriously inhibited to the detriment of innocent persons 
needing such medication. 

Moreover, the previous September we had devoted our editorial comments 
to what a t  that time was a current national problem; namely, shortages of 
various goods and commodities, such as gasoline, beef, lumber, and so on. 
Fortunately, at that time, there were no shortages of pharmaceutical prod- 
ucts. Nevertheless, we used that opportunity to warn-the editorial was ti- 
tled “Careless Analysis and Planning’’-that a basic function of government 
in society is to study, analyze, predict, and anticipate various needs of the 
people and then, based upon this exercise, to adjust and take such actions to 
see that demands will be met in an orderly manner and by an efficient pro- 
cess. 

Regrettably, our fears were subsequently realized and significant short- 
ages of national proportions have been experienced during the past year, re- 
lating to several life-saving drugs such as ampicillin, heparin, and quinidine. 

We would like to be able to say that our powers of prediction were right on 
target and we saw this all coming in our crystal ball. However, honesty com- 
pels us to admit that it was pure guess-work that events happened to turn 
out as they did. Consequently, we probably should not fault public officials 
for failing to have made proper plans which would have averted these short- 
ages. 

In our opinion, however, such exoneration should not extend to a situation 
in which knowledgeable people have widely publicized warnings of an im- 
pending shortage of critically needed medicinal agents and even have provid- 
ed facts and documentation to support their cries of alarm. Given these cir- 
cumstances, it seems tragic to us for responsible government officials to turn 
a deaf ear and take little, if any, action to avert such a crisis from developing. 

Such appears to be the prospect with respect to the availability of the fam- 
ily of narcotic analgesics derived from opium. In our zeal to stamp out drug 
abuse, the United States has not only undertaken various programs and ac- 
tivities on the home front but has also entered into agreements abroad to in- 
duce foreign countries to curtail or eliminate the cultivation of the opium- 
poppy. Ignored in this strategy is the fact that codeine, morphine, and other 
medicinal opiate drugs are also derived from this same source, and as a con- 
current effect, the available supply of these critical medicinals is rapidly di- 
minishing. 

This situation has been reported rather widely in both the professional 
and lay press. Perhaps the most articulate, well-documented, and compelling 
report on this impending catastrophe appeared as an editorial entitled, “No 
Opium for Pain-Threatening Medical Crisis,” in the December 26, 1974 
issue of the New England Journal of Medicine. In part, the editorial stated: 
“As the matter stands today, the specter of no opium for pain in the United 
States is well-founded. In the event of a major epidemic or other national 
emergency, this critical shortage of pain-killing opiate drugs could easily 
cause a medical catastrophe. Under these circumstances, doctors and 
nurses in hospitals are about as useful as a fleet of new ambulances with 
little or no gasoline in their tanks.” 

There are many things that government can do not only as well as the pri- 
vate sector but even better. However, narrow-minded bureaucracy, which we 
often associate with the totalitarian state, is sometimes found in every form 
of government. Indeed, such inflexible bureaucracy is the basis for the 
underlying fear that many people hold relative to government intervention 
generally. Be that as it may, the opium situation is one which has been creat- 
ed out of government policy and action-albeit well intended-but now re- 
quires some urgent modification by government in order to avert a needless 
tragedy of national proportion. 


