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 The Global Opiate Overdose Epidemic: Solutions for a Wicked Problem
	Globally, incidences of drug related deaths have drastically rose during the last decade. It is approximated that at least 190,000 people lose their lives due to drug abuse each year. Despite the high statistics most of these drug abuse related deaths can be prevented. Over 75% of these drug related deaths is caused by opiate abuse and overdose (The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017). This has led to the classification of opiate abuse and overdoses as a global epidemic. The literature will focus on the definition of opiates, opiate abuse, causes of opiate abuse, statistics on opiate overdose related deaths and solutions that can be used to combat the global menace.
Definition of Opiates
	An opiate is any drug that is related to opium. Opiates can also be referred to as opioids. They can be naturally occurring or chemically synthesized in science laboratories. Opiates contain an agent that binds and elicits response from the opioid receptors which are present in the gastrointestinal tract and the central nervous system. The drugs have psychoactive properties and effect on the human brain when used. Opiates are naturally derived from opium poppy although it is possible to synthesis synthetic analogues of the drug in laboratories. The most common forms of opiates are naturally occurring opiates like heroin and prescription pharmaceutical drugs, mainly painkillers, such as tramadol, percocet, morphine and fentanyl which can be synthesized to be more potent than naturally occurring opiates.
Opiate Abuse 
	According to Bhatt & Gill (2017), opiate abuse is the major cause of opiate overdoses. Opiate abuse is the use of opiates without adhering to prescription or for purposes different from those the drug was intended during its manufacture. The recreation use of opiates is also classified as opiate abuse owing to the severe effects on recreational opiate users’ wellbeing. The abuse of opiate has been following an upward trend since the 1970’s. Opiate overdose occurs after the consumption or use of too many opiates. An overdose can occur as a result of intravenous use or oral ingestion of opiates. When taken in high doses opiates can lead to a decrease in the rate of breathing with the possibility of loss of breathing ability which ultimately leads to death. An opiate overdoses are life threatening and if not treated on time often they can lead to loss of life. The signs of an opiate overdose often include labored breathing, drowsiness, decreased heart rate, seizures, blue lips, and nails due to poor blood circulation, drowsiness, pinpoint pupils, seizures and death.
	The two most abused opiates are heroin and fentanyl. Heroin is processed from the opium poppy plant that is mostly illegally cultivated in the Middle Eastern Asia and in Central America. The drug is easily accessible in the backstreets and underworld systems of any city worldwide. It is usually snorted, ingested or taken intravenously. Due to its high addiction levels, the drugs offers huge profits to organized criminal gangs who are the main suppliers. Fentanyl, on the other hand, is a chemically synthesized heroin analogue. However, since the drug is made in modern science laboratories it is up to 50 times more potent than naturally occurring opiates, even first responders to fentanyl overdoses often find their selves overdosed through just mere contact with patients who have overdosed. This two opiates alone are responsible for more than half of the total opiate related overdoses globally (The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017). 
Global Causes of Rise Opiate Abuse and Overdose
	In the 1990’s many pharmaceutical companies worldwide were able to convince communities and regulatory bodies that the use of opiates and opioids to treat patients and relieve pain would not lead to addictions. The consequently led to healthcare providers freely prescribing the opiate based medicines freely throughout the world. This ultimately led to misuse of both prescription and non-prescription opiates globally before discoveries were made that the drugs were highly addictive.
	The second reason for the global spike of opiate use and consequent overdoses was the emergence of organized criminal gangs and cartels. Owing to huge profits associated with opium trade criminal gang ensured that opiates was always easily accessible in the underworld by offering a smooth and constant distribution of illegal opiates in the underworld. This increased the opiate dependency and overdose rates globally.
Overdose Statistics
	Globally, the Asian continent recorded the highest numbers in term of opiate overdose related deaths. It is approximated that the region accounts for at least 35 percent of the total opiate overdoses experience globally. China also experiences high mortality rates with relation to opiate overdoses. In the year 2014 china’s opiate related mortality rate stood at 49,000. The United States of America is also one the most affected country when it comes to opiate related overdoses. The United States accounts for at least 25 percent of all opium related overdoses globally. In 2017 alone, it was estimated that at least 40,000 people died as a result of opiate overdoses or complications arising from opiate overdoses. Canada also suffered massive loss of lives through opiate overdoses with an approximated 5,000 people losing their lives to opiate overdoses between 2016 and 2017. In Europe experienced at least 70,000 deaths in relation to opiate and opioid overdoses.  England deaths related to opiate overdose and poisoning doubled in 2015 stood at an all-time highest of 3647 recorded opiate related deaths. Although the South American record keeping system is flawed it is estimated that at least 11,000 people lost their lives to the opiate epidemic (World Health Organization, 2018). This statistics show massive loss of human lives and explain why opiate overdoses are considered a global epidemic. 
Global Impacts of Opiate Overdoses
	Opiate related overdoses has had catastrophic social and economic impacts globally. In terms of social impacts opiate overdoses has led to massive loss of lives. Additionally, the most affected age bracket is individuals below aged of 40.  This has led to many families being robbed of their loved ones by the opiate overdose menace. Additionally, the society bears the burden of raising children that are orphaned throughout the world (The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2017).
	Financially opiate overdoses require huge amounts of funds to treat. In the United States which is one of the countries suffers from high number of opioid overdoses, the opioid epidemic requires an approximated $78.5 billion to manage annually. Approximately 14 percent of the opioid overdose management funds are catered for by the countries health insurance program the blunt of which is bared by the tax payers. Additionally, more financial implication is that opiate overdoses rob the community of its most productive population. This has far reaching financial and economic consequences as reduced productivity leads to reduced economic growth and therefore increasing financial constraints on the families of overdose victims worldwide.
Solutions to Combat Global Opiate Overdoses
	Due to the adverse and far reaching impacts of this global epidemic, there is need to come with a solution to control and mitigate the epidemic. This solution needs to be effective on a global scale as the opiate overdose is specific to any one given country.
	According to Hawk et al. (2015), the first solution towards fighting opiate overdoses globally is limiting the supply of opium and opiate products in the market. This can be achieved by regulating the cultivation of opium poppy plants worldwide. There is a need to eradicate illegal cultivation of opium. Law enforcement agency globally such as the Drug Enforcement Agency and Interpol to ensure that all illegal poppy fields are destroyed. This will cut the underworld’s supply of opiates. This will go a long way in reducing access of opiates and therefore reduce cases of overdoses globally. Also, regulation in the manufacture, synthesis, distribution of synthetic opiates either illegally or by legal pharmaceuticals should be put in place. This can be achieved by the regulating the supply of key synthesis ingredients (Hawk et al., 2015). Pharmaceutical companies should only adhere to the strict regulations put down by the World Health organization with regards to supply and distribution of opioids. Additionally, doctors and health practitioners should only prescribe as a last resort. This will cut off the supply for opiate abusers and therefore reduce incidences of incidences.
	The second solution that can be utilized in tackling the menace of opiate overdoses is improvement of the level of access to healthcare to populations most susceptible to opiate overdoses. According to Hawk et al. (2015), tackling the menace of opiate overdoses will help reduce the number of deaths related to opiate overdoses. Also, there should be interventions to promote the acceptance of drugs that can be used to reverse incidences of opiate overdoses i.e. Naloxone. Health institutions should also implement new strategies of pain management and avert the use of opiates. This prevents emergence of new opiate addicts and abusers.
	Raising awareness on the implication of opiate use and abuse can a vital step towards reducing occurrences of opiate overdoses globally. By informing the public on the negative effects of opiate use there is a chance that its abuse related to ignorance and casual experimentation will drastically reduce. 
	Additionally, there is the need to use social workers to teach susceptible groups ways of identifying the signs and symptoms of opiate overdoses as well as how to handle situations related to the overdose. This will help addicts reduce instances of overdoses even among person who are already abusing the drug. This a strategy aimed at reducing the harm caused by opiate overdoses. This strategy seeks to move away from the traditional approach of criminalizing the drugs as a way of curbing with it effects to a new approach of accepting the realities of opiate abuse and seeking to mitigate the undesirable effects of opiate abuse. This strategy should not be misinterpreted as an endorsement opiate abuse. The reduction of harm strategy is rooted in public health approach that seeks to save lives and reduce complications resulting from opiate overdoses. Other ways this can be effective is the distribution of overdose reversing drugs such as naloxone and enacting policies that would help increase the level at which bystander assistance in case of overdoses occurring (Hawk et al., 2015).
	Governments throughout the world should come up with programs that would enable citizens to return opiate based medicine that are not in use for collection. The opiate take back initiative has been ongoing since 2010 in the United States and was very successful as it led to the removal of more than 2,000 tons of opiate medicines from the streets and homes by the DEA. This creates a safer home environment and reduces the chances of accidental opiate overdoses. If mostly government were to offer incentives such as money in return for opiate then there would no risk that unused drugs would be accidently ingested or find their way into the streets of the underground world.
	Finally, as a way of controlling opiate overdoses can be achieved by reducing the number of opiate abuse addicts can be helped to manage their addictions through offering them support. This can be through helping the support groups and intervention groups. And encouraging those suffering from addictions to seek treatments and overcome the drug uses and therefore eliminate the risk of opiate overdoses.
	In conclusion, it is beyond reasonable doubt that opiate abuse and the resulting opiate overdoses are a global epidemic. Opiates possess psychopathic characteristics and thus the high possibility of overdoses if abused. Opiate overdoses have huge negative social, economic and financial impacts on individuals, families and country economies from all over the world. This makes Opiate related overdoses to be a global epidemic as its impact can be felt globally. Therefore, there is the need to control this overdoses by employing primary prevention methods that prevent the use and abuse of opiates thus eliminating the possibility of opiate overdoses. Additionally, the problem of opiate overdoses through improvement of the current medical health care pain management procedures will also primarily prevent opiate overdoses. Finally, the shift from criminalization of opiate abuse to accepting the realities of opiate abuse thus bringing in practices aimed at reducing the harms caused by opiate overdose through providing adequate care, overdose reversal medicines and support from families and the community to persons suffering from opiate addiction. If these methods are employed then there will be a chance to turn the situation around and remove the threat posed by the global epidemic of opiate related overdoses.
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