Drugs

Americans last year filled 254 million prescriptions for pain-killing opioid drugs such as OxyContin and Percocet – enough to medicate every American adult around the clock for a month. (Fortune, as it appeared in The Week magazine, November 25, 2011)

One out of 10 Americans is now taking antidepressants – double the percentage that was taking them in 1996. The use of psychotherapy, meanwhile, is declining, because of insurance company restrictions on payment. (Bloomberg News, as it appeared in The Week magazine, August 14, 2009)
Over 110,000 active-duty Army troops were taking prescribed antidepressants, narcotics, sedatives, anti-psychotics, and anti-anxiety drugs last year. More than 6 percent of the Army’s active troops are currently on antidepressants. (Los Angeles Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, April 20, 2012)
Reserpine, a drug widely used since the 1950s to reduce high blood pressure, is actually not new. As one of the most active components of the tropical rauwolfia plant, it has been used for centuries in Africa and India as a cure for mental illness. (Isaac Asimov’s Book of Facts, p. 231)

More Americans now die from misuse of prescription drugs – including anti-depressants, painkillers, and sleeping pills – than from heroin and cocaine, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported. Fatalities due to drug overdoses have been rising dramatically in the U.S. since 1999, largely because of the abuse of prescription drugs. (Los Angeles Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, February 8, 2008)

Overheard in a brokerage: “I worry about economists who are so young that they think the Great Depression was ended by Prozac.” (The American Legion Magazine)

A lot of drugs are used by folks who think if you tinker with an empty head you can get it going. (Frank A. Clark, Register and Tribune Syndicate)

Drugs are when you fly now and really pay later. (Orben’s Comedy Fillers)

Fast food junkies: If it sometimes seems that Americans are addicted to fast food, it might be that we actually are. Studies have repeatedly found that the consequences of bingeing on high-calorie, high-fat foods mimic the effects of drug addiction. A recent study by the Scripps Research Institute found that gorging on fast food actually changes the brain’s chemical makeup, making it more difficult to trigger the release of dopamine (aka “the pleasure chemical”). That means fast-food addicts need to eat more and more to feel happy – the same way users of cocaine and other drugs, for example, need to keep upping their dosages to get high. An earlier study, by Princeton University, found that rats who were fed and then withdrawn from a high-fat, high-sugar diet exhibited similar symptoms – chattering teeth and the shakes – to junkies going cold turkey. “Drugs give a bigger effect,” said study author Bart Hoebel, “but it’s essentially the same process.” (The Week magazine, August 19-26, 2011)

Sixty-nine percent of the drugs dispensed in the United States are generic, but generics only account for 19 percent of prescription spending. (Don Voorhees, in The Super Book of Useless Information, 2011, p. 55)

Miracle drugs go way back. Moses had two tablets that could cure the world's ills. (Shelby Friedman)

In 2011, more than 10 blockbuster drugs, whose combined annual sales approach $50 billion, will go off-patent, exposing major pharmaceutical companies to greater competition from generic drugs and wiping out a key revenue source. Analysts at Morgan Stanley recently downgraded its investment ratings on several European pharmaceutical makers, warning that “the operating environment for pharma is worsening rapidly.” (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, March 18, 2011)

Over the past two decades, use of prescription painkillers such as Oxycontin has soared by 1,000 percent, and in 15 states, overdoses of prescription drugs have replaced car crashes as the leading cause of accidental death. (Time, as it appeared in The Week magazine, September 17, 2010)

The number of prescriptions for opioid painkillers such as Oxycontin has soared 400 percent in the past decade, leading to growing abuse and addiction. “If doctors understood how hard it is to get patients off of these drugs,” said pain specialist Dr. Jane Ballantyne, “they would not prescribe them to begin with.” (The New York Times, as it appeared in The Week magazine, April 20, 2012)
U.S. recalls of prescription and over-the-counter drugs surged last year to 1,742, from 426 in 2008, a sign that drug manufacturing standards may be slipping. One now-defunct company, Advantage Dose, accounted for more than 1,000 of the recalls, but even after stripping out Advantage Dose, recalls are running 50 percent ahead of 2008’s totals. (CNNmoney.com, as it appeared in The Week magazine, August 27, 2010)

Popping so many pills is killing us: What will it take for France to get serious about regulating prescription drugs? asked Sauveur Boukris. We French love to take pills; we are the biggest consumers of medicines in Europe. French doctors “tend to prescribe far more heavily” than their foreign colleagues, dispensing four or five drugs to treat any given malady, while Germans or Dutch doctors prescribe two or three. Perhaps that reflects the influence of our pharmaceutical industry, which relentlessly promotes its new products and seems to have almost total “control over our health authorities.” Whatever the reason, our love of meds is bad for our health. Adverse reactions to prescription drugs cause more than 130,000 hospitalizations a year and kill some 9,000 people – twice as many as die in car accidents. Just this week, another faulty drug was exposed. The Health Ministry says the diabetes drug Mediator, which was used by millions as an appetite suppressant until it was taken off the market last year, may have killed 500 people by damaging their heart valves. Anyone who took it is now urged to get a cardiac checkup. Why wasn’t this disastrous side effect discovered in drug trials? Could it be because “authorities are more concerned about the economic interests of pharmaceutical firms” than about public health? (The Week magazine, December 24, 2010 – January 7, 2011)

U.S. drugmakers distributed about $3 billion in free samples to physicians in 2007, according to the first-ever comprehensive survey of the marketing practice. The vast majority of the freebies was handed out by Pfizer, which distributed $2.7 billion in samples. (The Wall Street Journal, as it appeared in The Week magazine, June 18, 2010) 

Nobody’s giving the crustaceans a prescription for Prozac, but shrimp consume antidepressants anyway, in the runoff of human waste that feeds into estuaries and other waterways where shrimp congregate. Shrimp don’t get a lift from the drugs, a new study finds; instead, they become reckless, and abandon the darker waters where they are less visible to predators and seek sunny, bright areas instead, which puts them in danger. “This behavior makes them much more likely to be eaten by a predator, such as a fish or bird,” study co-author Alex Ford, a biologist at the University of Portsmouth in England, tells National Geographic.com. Prozac makes the shrimp’s nerves more sensitive to serotonin, a brain chemical known to alter moods and sleep patterns. The chemicals likely affect a range of fish, but the researchers “focused on shrimp because they are common and important in the food chain,” Ford says; endanger the shrimp, and the whole ecosystem stands to suffer. (The Week magazine, August 6, 2010)

Drugs have taught an entire generation of American kids the metric system. (P. J. O’Rourke)

At the salon, I overheard the receptionist admit to another customer, “I haven’t taken my vitamins today. I’m walking around unprotected.” The customer commiserated with her. “I haven’t taken my Prozac today – everyone’s walking around unprotected. (Debra Hair, in Reader’s Digest)

Over the last six years, more drugs have been withdrawn from the market or required by the Food and Drug Administration to carry major warnings than have been approved for sale. (Fortune, as it appeared in The Week magazine, March 3, 2006)
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