January 28, 2021

Regina LaBelle

Acting Director, Office of National Drug Control Policy
Executive Office of President Joseph Biden
Washington, DC

Dear Acting Director LaBelle,

We write to you with deep concern regarding the Biden Administration's intent to roll back a
recent improvement to expand buprenorphine access - a lifesaving, evidence-based
substance use treatment - at a time when overdose deaths have reached record highs in the
country. In early January, HHS within the Trump Administration issued guidance to exempt

physicians from the additional training requirement for prescribing buprenorphine. We are
very disappointed to hear that the Biden Administration is looking to roll this improvement
back. As many of us worked tirelessly with our community to elect President Biden, it is
disheartening and deeply alarming that this is the President’s first action taken related to
the overdose crisis.

As stakeholders that represent people who use drugs, people in recovery and family
members impacted by overdose, we want to reiterate that buprenorphine and methadone
have long been demonstrated to be the gold-standard for opioid use disorder treatment. As
overdose rates skyrocket in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, restricting access to this
proven substance use disorder treatment by re-imposing burdensome and unnecessary
barriers will only hinder our ability to slow the exacerbating crisis.

People with a substance use disorder are more likely to contract COVID-19 than those
without, but the risk is greater for people with an opioid use disorder. Moreover, Black
individuals with opioid use disorder are over four times more likely to develop COVID-19,
compared to white people with opioid use disorders. Not only is the Black community dying
from overdose and COVID-19 at substantially higher rates than white people, but access to

buprenorphine is steeped in racial disparities. Black patients continue to be less likely to be
inducted and prescribed this life saving medication than white patients. As President Biden
works to ground his term in racial equity and justice, removing the X Waiver in order to
expand access to MAT is a key component of racial justice in the context of the overdose

crisis.

Since President Biden appears committed to take leadership to heal our country, we urge
that he does not forget the heartbreak the overdose crisis has caused in our communities for
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over a decade. We are asking that the Biden Administration take bold leadership in
addressing the overdose crisis by trusting the science and expanding access to proven
interventions like buprenorphine. We ask that rather than roll back the celebrated
guidance, the Administration builds off of the guidance released in early January and
prioritizes removing the X Waiver entirely for all prescribers. This would enable nurse
practitioners and physicians assistants—roles that disproportionately serve BIPOC and rural
populations—to also benefit from the increased flexibility.

If there are legal concerns in the guidance issued by HHS, President Biden’s Administration
must prioritize passing the Mainstreaming Addiction Treatment (MAT) Act in the first 100
days - which eliminates the redundant and outdated requirement that practitioners apply
for an X Waiver through the Drug Enforcement Administration to prescribe buprenorphine
for the treatment of substance use disorder. (H.R. 2482 | S. 2074).

We cannot wait another minute to address the historic deaths and harm the failed and
outdated policies have caused in our nation. The time for urgent, bold change is now.

Sincerely,
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