Prescription Drugs



Parents are already bombarded with warnings about products and practices known or believed to be hazardous to their children's health or safety, but I thought I'd use Parenting Awareness Month as an excuse to add to the list.


The abuse of prescription drugs is already so out of control that the days of dispensing controlled substances to patients for unsupervised use at home are probably numbered; devices and procedures designed to ensure consumption as directed and by the intended patient will succeed where law enforcement cannot and history will have another example of privileges lost by many due to the irresponsible behavior of a few.


The problem is not limited to addicted patients obtaining extra drugs via the use of multiple physicians and/or forged prescriptions; certain pharmaceutical drugs are being acquired by fraud or theft, often from the medicine cabinets of family and friends, then sold or traded just like illicit street drugs.


Where prescription drugs are also controlled substances their possession by and delivery to persons other than the intended patient are felony-level offenses. Especially problematic, however, are situations where a drug being abused is not yet classified as a controlled substance, because the possession of someone else's non-controlled prescription drug is currently not a crime and the furnishing of such a drug is only a misdemeanor.


An example is tramadol, marketed as Ultram; at least four local youth have recently overdosed on this drug and law enforcement is powerless to do anything about it. Ultram, like other non-controlled prescription drugs, is apparently obtainable online and in bulk, so the incoming mail needs to be yet another target of parental surveillance.


Regardless of whether the drugs that appear on a parent's radar are pharmaceutical or street drugs, however, the real challenge for parents lies in deciding what to do with potentially incriminating information.


One of my stock series of questions during jury selection in drug cases begins with whether prospective jurors have witnessed the use of recreational drugs and, if so, how they handled the situation. Most people report having done nothing other than leave the area, even though they go on to agree that they would report, and if possible take action to stop, an assaultive or property crime. When asked to explain the difference in their response to drug versus other types of crimes, many have said that the people they saw using drugs were only hurting themselves; other factors such as one's natural reticence to inform on family, friends and co-workers are probably involved, though, because upon reflection most people agree that drug abuse has far-reaching consequences.


The drug trade is obviously a user-driven industry, meaning that the market would collapse without users, but this is an abstract observation that pales in comparison to the news from around the county, the U.P., the state and the country; we are surrounded by concrete and compelling examples of how drug abuse hurts everybody.

Drug-seeking behavior can and frequently does involve significant violence and motivates many property crimes as people addicted to various substances become desperate for drugs or money with which to purchase drugs. Drugs are also one of the sources of the so-called brain drain that threatens to leave this country unable to compete in the global marketplace, as drugs rob users of the building blocks of future achievement – intellect and ambition.


Its not that I'm expecting every parent to report any and all drug use by their own children to law enforcement, although such information is much appreciated – what I'd like is for everyone to be mindful of the difference between supporting and enabling, especially where addictive or other self-destructive behavior is involved.


The large extended families in Alger County are usually powerful forces for good, as when they provide positive role models and meaningful support for fledgling families, but they can also reinforce self-destructive behavior by concealing dysfunction and undermining appropriate outside intervention. School and law enforcement personnel are all too familiar with the parent that reflexively takes their child's side against authority, indeed law enforcement will sometimes see this phenomenon continue well into the child's adulthood.


The line between supporting and enabling isn't always clear but where drug abuse is involved the use of toughlove to support law enforcement's goal of zero tolerance seems better for the community and, in the long run, better for the individual.

