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After Three Years, DEA Investigation of Pain Doctor Lacks Conclusions
by Dana Hawkins-Simons

The recent revelation that Dr.Lynn Webster, MD,
 President of the American Academy of Pain Medicine (AAPM), is under investigation by the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) likely caught most of the pain medicine community by surprise. The DEA searched Dr. Webster’s Lifetree Pain Clinic in Salt Lake City .

Dr. Webster, a prominent expert in the use of analgesic drugs, acknowledged that former patients of his clinic have died of narcotic overdoses, according to a recent article in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel.  

A Show of Support
Many of Dr. Webster’s colleagues reacted to the news with surprise and words of support for the leading pain specialist, who regularly lectures on preventing opioid abuse, and whose Opioid Risk Tool to identify patients most likely to abuse opioids is used by legions of doctors.
Gilbert J. Fanciullo, MD, director of pain management at Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center in Lebanon, N.H said. “He’s an exemplary provider. He cares about his patients and knows as much as anyone about treating patients with opioids.”

Dr. Fanciullo stressed that physicians at Academic Centers, like Dr. Webster and himself, see the highest-risk patients. This group includes pain patients with a history of substance abuse and mental health disorders who are at the greatest risk for overdose and suicide.

“We do our best to identify patients with other problems who shouldn’t be treated with opioids, but we all recognize the best systems are imperfect,” said Dr. Fanciullo. “It’s still possible for people to slip through the cracks.”

Phil Saigh, spokesman for the AAPM, responded to the investigation by releasing an official statement “Physicians in the AAPM treat patients who have suffered horrific injuries or are terminally ill and in great pain. A small percentage of those terribly suffering patients die—not as a result of appropriate medical treatment, but in spite of it.”

The AAPM’s statement continues: “As a society, we must care for the millions of people who suffer from pain, while preventing those same patients from ending their lives by overusing their medications. Dr. Webster is one of the most highly respected physicians in the field and has worked tirelessly to prevent the overprescribing and misuse of opioids as part of a pain treatment regimen.” 

Comment From Dr. Lynn Webster

“The goal is safe prescribing, but that doesn’t happen in a vacuum. Health care involves a complex set of relationships, and the use of controlled medications to treat pain touches on many of them: the patient’s responsibility, the health care plan (assuming there is one), community resources, the physician’s level of experience, etc. Physicians make choices about prescribing controlled medication in the moment, based on numerous factors, including the patient’s individual medical history.

“So when we are talking about ‘safer’ prescribing, we are really talking about addressing all of these things and not just the drug selected or the amount prescribed. The pain medicine community must focus on Minimizing risk while still meeting the needs of patients; this is what I have and will continue to push for as a researcher and educator in this field.”

