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Information on Heroin Abuse, Overdoses 

Between 1999 and 2010, accidental overdoses more than doubled to 38,329 in the United States, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. As a result, overdoses are now the leading cause of accidental death in the U.S., ahead of traffic fatalities and gun homicides. 

Among the causes of the dramatic spike is the rising supply of heroin to suburban and rural areas, where it once was rare. In fact, the level of heroine use in the U.S. overall has remained steady for the past decade, experts say, but suburbs across the country have seen an alarming spike in usage and overdoses, especially among teenagers. 

Facts About Heroin

Heroin is a processed form of morphine, a natural substance derived from poppy plants. It is one of the most addictive of all controlled substances. Heroin is sold in two forms: as a white or brown powder and as a black, sticky substance known as “tar heroin.” 
To reduce its strength, heroin often is cut with other drugs, dangerous chemicals or substances such as sugar, starch or powdered milk. Heroin users never know the actual strength or content of the heroin they buy on the street, putting them at high risk for overdose or poisoning. Most users inject heroin intravenously because it produces a faster high. However, snorting and smoking the drug are becoming more popular, due in part to a recent rise in the purity of the drug

The average heroin abuser used to be over the age of 30, but the drug is becoming increasingly popular among younger users. The appearance of heroin in more affluent communities has contributed to this drop in user age.
Effects of Heroin

Heroin has many side effects and is second only to nicotine in the potency of its addictive properties, making permanent recovery difficult. The drug crosses from the blood into the brain soon after it is injected or inhaled. Because heroin enters the brain so rapidly, a pleasurable rush occurs for the user. This rush typically involves a warm flush and a heavy feeling in the limbs. 
After the rush wears off, a user will experience drowsiness and slowed mental functions for a few hours. Because of the direct effect on the central nervous system, heroin use results in a variety of physical symptoms: the heart slows, the user loses any sensations of pain, and breathing slows so dramatically that it can sometimes lead to death.
Long-term Consequences 
The potential medical effects of long-term heroin use are numerous, and include:
· Scarring and collapsing of veins from injecting the drug

· Bacterial infections in the blood vessels and heart valves

· Liver and kidney disease

Pneumonia and skin infections 
AIDS, hepatitis B and C, and a number of other blood-borne infections due to sharing contaminated needles.

The worst long-term effect of heroin is addiction. Continued heroin use results in a higher tolerance to the drug; users must then rely on increasing amounts of the drug to get high. Larger and more frequent doses create physical dependence and increase the chances of overdose.

Withdrawal 
Once the body adapts to the drug, withdrawal will occur if usage is reduced or stopped. Withdrawal can start in as little as two hours after a dose. Symptoms include:

· Restlessness and insomnia

· Muscle and bone pain

· Diarrhea

· Vomiting

· Involuntary leg movements

Cold flashes with goose bumps.

The worst of the withdrawal symptoms peak between 24 and 48 hours after the last dose. They usually subside after a week, although symptoms can continue for months.

Overdose 
When a user introduces too much heroin into the body, overdose can occur. Symptoms of heroin overdose include shallow breathing, clammy skin, convulsions and, potentially, death. 
Use the following tips to help a teen who is using drugs or alcohol:

If your teenaged child or any other teen you know is involved with drugs and other dangerous activities, you may be struggling to understand how you can help. As a trusted adult, never underestimate your power as a role model. 
Get educated: Gather and learn as much as you can about drugs and the effects they can have on a young body. You can find helpful resources on the Internet or at your local library.

Talk with the teen: Tell the teen the truth. Let him or her know that you suspect alcohol or drug use. Be patient and listen to what the teen has to say. Make your best effort to be nonjudgmental. Let the teen know that you would not bring up the topic if you did not care about him or her. Share the resources you found on alcohol and drug use and what your hopes and expectations are, along with the consequences for violating the rules. Assure the teen that you will be there for support. 

If you are not the teen’s parent, talk with the parents: Express your concern for the teen. Sit with the parents or caregiver to explain the facts as you know them. Provide the same information you used to educate yourself. Explain the consequences of their teen’s drug or alcohol use. Be supportive, and be prepared to answer questions.

Know where to get help: Provide directions on where to get assistance for a drug or alcohol problem. Your community has resources to help you. There are many prevention and treatment specialists who also can help. Advice and information is available online.

Sharing this information may seem hard at first, but it is worth it if you can help the teen.
Resources 

· National Institute on Drug Abuse: www.drugabuse.gov
· The Partnership at DrugFree.org: www.drugfree.org
· National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence: www.ncadd.org
· Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration: www.samhsa.gov
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