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Flawed arguments in this 
commentary

I am writing in response to Mr. Matthew 
Herder and Dr. David Juurlink’s proposal 
for ministerial recall of high-dose opioid 
formulations.1 

With respect, there are many serious 
flaws in this commentary. To begin with, 
Health Canada has always had the ability 
to issue warnings about drugs and to 
recall drugs. The fact that Health Canada 
has not done this with higher doses of opi-
oids is likely because there is no reason to 
do so. Vanessa’s Law came into force in 
2014, but it was 2000 when the teenager 
whose death inspired the law unfortu-
nately passed away from a reaction to cis-
apride. That same year, Health Canada 
requested that it be removed from the 
market, and it was.

In response to my question, Health 
Canada stated that it has never had to 
invoke this legislation (www.painnews 
network .org/stories/2018/12/3/prop-in 
-canada).

Ontario removed high doses of opioids 
from the drug formulary a few years ago. 
The higher doses are no longer covered for 
patients receiving social assistance or for 
older patients. As a result, doctors now pre-
scribe lower doses in combination to make 
up for that. Now, instead of a 100 µg patch of 
fentanyl, patients are prescribed two 50-µg 
patches. How is this safer?

The real problem with overdose deaths 
in this country is illicit fentanyl. The BC Cor-
oners Service is the only coroners service in 
Canada that rules on the source of opioids 
in overdose deaths, and it finds consis-
tently that it is illicit fentanyl and not pre-

scribed opioids.2,3 Further, as Global News 
reported,4 one Chinese criminal enterprise 
is responsible for millions of dollars in 
smuggled drugs into Canada, and the 
police have few resources to fight this. And 
don’t forget about the Ontario pharmacists 
caught distributing millions of dollars more 
of opioids into the black market.5

It is time to focus on these criminals, 
and not on patients with pain and the 
doctors who are trying to help them.

Marvin Ross MA 
Medical writer, Bridgeross 
Communications, Dundas, Ont. 
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