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BACKGROUND 

As the opioid overdose epidemic and addiction crisis rage across the United States, state, local, and tribal 
governments have begun levying lawsuits against pharmaceutical and drug distribution companies alleging that 
they fueled the crisis. The lawsuits seek to recover costs associated with the opioid overdose epidemic. While 
a majority of these local lawsuits have centralized into the National Prescription Opiate Litigation (MDL 2804), 
many other cases are continuing separately. Central to the lawsuits are claims that companies marketed opioids 
in a misleading way, downplayed the risks and exaggerated the benefits, and/or engaged in reckless distribution 
practices. 

To the extent these matters end with settlements, it will not be the first time that states have received 
significant funds from legal settlements from companies that manufacture drugs. In 1998, 46 state Attorney’s 
General and major tobacco companies entered into a settlement in which the tobacco companies agreed to 
pay a minimum of $206 billion to states over the first 25 years of the agreement. Unfortunately, to date, less 
than 3 percent of all settlement dollars and generated funds from tobacco taxes have been allocated toward 
the funding of state and local tobacco control programs. Rather, state legislators used the funds to reduce 
state debt and finance other, unrelated projects such as infrastructure development. In order to avert a similar 
situation, some state legislators have begun introducing legislation that would direct funds from today’s 
opioid-related litigation to a segregated opioid settlement fund, which could only be used to fund prevention, 
treatment, harm reduction, and/or recovery efforts. 

ASAM POSITION 

• Settlement funds should be used to expand the addiction treatment workforce, increase adoption of clinical
best practices, and improve enforcement of mental health parity and consumer protection laws at the state
level, as more fully described in this White Paper, co-authored by ASAM.

• ASAM has endorsed the Principles for the Use of Funds From the Opioid Litigation, developed by faculty at
John Hopkins University. State opioid settlement fund legislation, should emphasize the following five
principles:

• Spend money to save lives
• Use evidence to guide spending
• Invest in youth protection
• Focus on racial equity
• Develop a fair and transparent process for deciding where to spend the funding

• Any board or other organization established to provide oversight and guidance on the use of opioid
settlement funds should include addiction medicine specialists among its membership.

• States, local, and tribal governments should be cautious about agreeing to settlements that include in-kind
medications for addiction treatment in lieu of funds, especially since these medications are often covered by
an insurance company or health plan.
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https://www.ohnd.uscourts.gov/mdl-2804
https://www.hsdl.org/?view&did=831978
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/press-releases/2018_12_14_statereport
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/press-releases/2018_12_14_statereport
https://opioidprinciples.jhsph.edu/
https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/advocacy/white-paper.pdf?sfvrsn=31755ac2_2


FACTS

RESOURCES 
• Principles for the Use of Funds From the Opioid Litigation
• Address Access to Care in the Opioid Epidemic and Preventing a Future Recurrence
• Your Guide To The Massive (And Massively Complex) Opioid Litigation
• Parties involved in opioid settlement litigation
• How Not to Spend an Opioid Settlement
• Where Science Says to Spend Any U.S. Opioid Settlement Money
• Evidence Based Strategies for Abatement of Harms from the Opioid Epidemic
• From the War on Drugs to Harm Reduction: Imagining a Just Response to the Overdose

Crisis

• The White House Council of Economic Advisers estimated the opioid crisis alone cost the United States
$696B in 2018 – or 3.4 percent of GDP – and more than $2.5T from 2015 to 2018.

• While most opioid-related lawsuits will be settled out of court, the case of Oklahoma v. Johnson and
Johnson did proceed to a bench trial in which the court ruled that Johnson & Johnson had engaged in
activities which amounted to a public nuisance under Oklahoma law. Johnson and Johnson was ordered to
pay $572 million in damages.

• In September 2019, Purdue Pharma, the manufacturer of OxyContin, filed for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in
an attempt to resolve litigation brought against it by state and local governments, as well as individuals. As
part of a proposed plan, Purdue would pay $10 billion to various parties.

• A $26 billion settlement among thousands of state and local governments, as well as McKesson, Cardinal
Health, AmerisourceBergen and Johnson & Johnson, is nearing finalization. These discussions have come
under recent scrutiny due to the potential of settlement tax breaks.

• As of March 2021, Massachusetts is the only state to have enacted legislation creating an opioid
settlement fund. New York, Virginia, Illinois, Kansas, and Kentucky are currently considering their own
opioid settlement fund legislation.
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https://opioidprinciples.jhsph.edu/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2019/10/15/761537367/your-guide-to-the-massive-and-massively-complex-opioid-litigation
https://www.govinfo.gov/app/details/USCOURTS-ohnd-1_17-md-02804/USCOURTS-ohnd-1_17-md-02804-0/summary
https://jamanetwork.com/channels/health-forum/fullarticle/2759903
https://www.rand.org/blog/2019/12/where-science-says-to-spend-any-us-opioid-settlement.html
https://www.lac.org/resource/evidence-based-strategies-for-abatement-of-harms-from-the-o
https://cdn1.sph.harvard.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/2464/2020/12/Opioid-Whitepaper-Final-12-2020.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/articles/full-cost-opioid-crisis-2-5-trillion-four-years/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/health/oklahoma-opioids-johnson-and-johnson.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/health/oklahoma-opioids-johnson-and-johnson.html
https://today.westlaw.com/Document/I5ff7a0505b7411eb8f7886fc2e95c42a/View/FullText.html?transitionType=Default&contextData=(sc.Default)&firstPage=true
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/11/05/health/opioids-settlement-distributors.html
https://www.beckershospitalreview.com/opioids/j-j-mckesson-and-more-may-reap-billions-in-opioid-settlement-tax-breaks.html
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/191/H5129
https://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?leg_video=&term=2021&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y&Text=Y&bn=A2466&default_fld=&Memo=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Actions=Y&Summary=Y
https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?212+sum+SB1469
https://ilga.gov/legislation/BillStatus.asp?GA=102&SessionID=110&DocTypeID=SB&DocNum=2322
http://www.kslegislature.org/li/b2021_22/measures/sb264/
https://apps.legislature.ky.gov/record/21RS/hb427.html
https://www.asam.org/docs/default-source/advocacy/white-paper.pdf?sfvrsn=31755ac2_2

