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                          K. Dane Howalt, M.D.

                                     San Luis Obispo Addiction Recovery Center

                                         1223 Higuera Street, Suite 101

                                         San Luis Obispo, CA  93401

                                         (805) 541-5566 voice

                                         (805) 541-5544 fax

First, thank you all for sharing your questions and comments. When I started this discussion board I intended to have a more active role, but I have been busy with work on a number of fronts, and struggle to find any extra time at all. I hope that this will change. This general comment about my inability to find more balance in life will serve as a lead-in to my next comments. 

Before Suboxone those of us who were addicted to opiates were simply 'SOL'. People do not go into residential treatment until they have lost a great deal, and I was no exception. If one was lucky enough to survive long enough to get to treatment (many were not so lucky), and then able to make the difficult changes in perspective that allow for recovery, such a person knew that they were indeed a blessed human being. I had using dreams during and after treatment that were 'using nightmares'; I knew that relapse would likely be fatal, either quickly or slowly, but fatal none the less. 

With Suboxone, people can now find a way out before losing everything. And that is mostly good, but there is a down side... I sometimes get a sense from Suboxone patients that they do not appreciate how lucky they are, and are not aware of the danger that remains in spite of Suboxone. 

Without going into too much detail for now, addiction is a complex illness that involves physical components, emotional components, psychological components, and spiritual components... as well as other factors such as family, behavioral conditioning, unconscious motivations.... All of these factors will play into a person's addiction to opiates in varying degrees from person to person, and in each person over different times. A person taking a therapeutic dose of Suboxone can feel pretty darn 'normal', but he/she should be aware of a couple things; first, that the lack of cravings and fading of opiates from obsession can be disrupted very quickly by a return to illicit use of opiates, and second, that the factors that led them to use an opiate in the first place are still somewhere deep inside. 

I have had several patients relapse on Suboxone; afterward they said that they were 'bored', or that there were too many drugs in their environment. In all cases, return to a state of sobriety using Suboxone was not possible. We tried, but the way I see it is that the Suboxone initially 'stood for something'; it represented their desire to change their lives. After playing with opiates while on Suboxone, any such benefit was irretrievably lost. In such cases the person is in deep trouble, as they quickly learn that there is suddenly nothing that will help; despite the availability of Suboxone they are as helpless as I was eight years ago. Things are actually even worse, because step based recovery is difficult after suboxone; to get to 'recovery' a person needs a 'rock bottom', and people who know about suboxone will usually check out of treatment before getting to their own 'bottom', deciding to find a new Suboxone provider instead. 

My last comments are tied back to my initial comments about work. Before suboxone we knew that relapse would be fatal, and so we all were deathly afraid of relapse. I knew, as everybody knew, that relapse comes after a series of mistakes; not going to meetings, working too hard, etc. I am realizing that I have drifted a bit into a lifestyle of all work and no play, and I thought I'd share my comments as I try to simplify things a bit. 

Finally I would like to say a few words about two patients in my practice who died this year; one was a 21 year old young man who decided to take a great job in a big city instead of attending treatment; he died of an overdose one month after starting the new job. The second was a man in his 40's who took suboxone for several months and then quit, saying that it was too expensive (even though we all know that opiate addiction costs more than the 5-10 dollars per day cost of Suboxone). I received a call last week from his family, letting me know that he had recently killed himself by gunshot to his head after relapsing to oxycodone. 

I have come to hate opiate addiction, and also to fear it, and I encourage a similar attitude in all of you. Don't be led into complacency; keep moving forward at all times. The 'addict inside' will wait, and will always be there. I hope that none of us ever has to face those times again.
