
Leading up to Missouri Governor Eric Greitens’ July 17 executive order, Missouri had 

found itself in the center of a contentious health policy debate: it remained the only 

state in the country without a Prescription Drug Monitoring Program (PDMP) used to 

observe citizens’ prescription, physician, and pharmacy habits. Greitens’ 

announcement kicked off a week of drug awareness events around the state, covering 

topics such as addiction in urban and rural areas, drug trafficking, and overdose 

prevention (Thurman). The proposed PDMP, which could begin operation within a 

month of the announcement (Salter, July 2017), has drawn a diversity of opinions, 

which themselves draw on a tempestuous history of attempted legislative interventions 

in the state. 

Generally, PDMPs operate by having physicians and pharmacists enter patients’ 

prescriptions into a database system. The information is then compiled and made 

accessible to registered healthcare professionals, who can view a patient’s prescription 

history before prescribing further medications. Such a system enables medical 

personnel to identify patients who are exhibiting high-risk behaviors, such as using 

many different pharmacies and/or healthcare providers in a relatively short period of 

time, and who may benefit from early intervention or treatment. 
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Fact #1: Greitens’ program differs from the norm.



In barring doctors and pharmacists from accessing the gathered information about 

specific patients’ drug use habits, Greitens’ proposal deviates from what is already in 

place at a local level in many Missouri counties and in all other 49 states (Hancock, 

Marso). Instead, Greitens’ plan is to identify dispensers producing excessive amounts 

of drugs (Albritton). U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) is concerned “about how 

meaningful this action will be if doctors writing prescriptions — and pharmacists filling 

those prescriptions — don’t have access to this database.” McCaskill feels that state 

officials should instead band together to pass a program that involves physicians, 

suppliers, and more (Hancock, Marso). 

In 2014, Pennsylvania became the second to last state to enact a PDMP (Griffin); U.S. 

territories Washington D.C. and Guam also have programs. A Missouri PDMP most

recently came close to realization in April 2017, when legislation calling for its inception 

passed the Missouri Senate 22-9 (Missouri Senate). However, the bill failed when it 

reached the House. With the addition of several amendments that would have limited 

the types of drugs that could be monitored and the length of time that information could 

remain in the system, some initially supportive legislators withdrew their support 

(Huguelet). 

Although the federal government, state medical associations, much of Missouri’s 

Legislature, many members of neighboring states’ legislators, and a major St. Louis- 

based manufacturer of oxycodone urged the state to enact a PDMP, initiatives to 

establish PDMPs in Missouri have failed several times (Schwarz; Salter, July 2017). 

State senator and physician Rob Schaaf spearheaded much of the opposition, citing 

compromised privacy and security as his concerns. After he helped defeat a 2012 

PDMP proposal, Schaaf said that if addicts “overdose and kill themselves, it just 

removes them from the gene pool” (Schwarz). With his executive order, Greitens 

decided to circumvent the legislative drama, surprising lawmakers, to combat an issue 

he views as a “modern plague” (Salter, July 2017). 

Fact #2: Missouri has long grappled with the inception of a 
statewide PDMP. 



St. Louis County Executive Steve Stenger’s nephew Mitch Stenger died in 2014 when 

he overdosed on heroin, and at least 2,700 St. Louisans have met the same fate within 

the past eight years (Lisenby). Opioid use in the vicinity continues to rise, and is 

particularly concentrated in the Inner North and South parts of the county (DeClue). In 

2016, approximately 650 St. Louis-area residents died from opioid overdoses, which is 

more than quadruple the figure recorded in 2007 (Bogan). Further complicating 

matters, fentanyl has made its way to St. Louis. A remarkably potent synthetic opioid, it 

is sometimes mixed in with heroin by Mexican drug cartels to make the heroin last 

longer. Of the 256 fatal opioid overdoses in St. Louis City in 2016, at least half involved 

fentanyl, indicating the drug’s imminent danger (Bogan). Often, addiction to heroin or 

opioids starts with prescription drug use, further proving the importance of PDMPs 

(Lisenby). 

PDMPs have proven effective in states like Florida, where, within one year of the 2011 

installation of a state PDMP and other protective measures, deaths caused by 

prescription drugs dropped 18%. Similarly, in New York, “doctor-shoppers,” or those 

using five physicians and five pharmacies in a measured period of time, dropped about 

75% after 2013 PDMP implementation. One study found that states with PDMPs had

lower admission rates to opioid addiction programs than those without PDMPs (Briefing 

on PDMP Effectiveness). 

For the eight states on Missouri’s border, and even for those beyond, Missouri’s 

inability to pass a PDMP was frightening. Because it may have been easier to obtain 

prescription drugs in Missouri, people were theoretically able enter the state, “doctor- 

shop” for pills, and return with the medication to their home states. From there, these 

visitors could either keep the drugs for themselves or deal them out. “It’s very selfish on 

Missouri’s part to hang their hat on this privacy matter,” Kentucky’s Republican U.S. 

representative Harold Rogers told the New York Times in 2014 (Schwarz). 

Fact #3: St. Louis is home to a sizeable drug epidemic. 

Fact #4: Missouri’s long resistance caused some level of 
uneasiness in other states. 



St. Louis County was the first Missouri jurisdiction to enact local level legislation 

permitting a PDMP, and it did so March 1, 2016. St. Louis’ PDMP also allows nearby 

counties to subscribe to the program, after each passes its own local legislation and 

signs a User Agreement with St. Louis County (PDMP FAQs). The cost to each 

jurisdiction depends on how many physicians and pharmacists it has; for some smaller

counties, a PDMP may cost only a few hundred dollars (Salter, March 2017). St. Louis’ 

PDMP, ran by the St. Louis County Department of Public Health (DPH), now covers 

almost 60% of the state’s population. 

Unlike Greitens’ program, these county-level programs allow doctors and pharmacists 

to access the collected data. Proponents of a Missouri statewide PDMP had hoped for 

a strong and thorough system to supersede the local-level network approach. Some 

legislators feel that Greitens’ program doesn’t do enough alone, but may be a useful 

supplement to the progress already established by DPH. State Representative Holly 

Rehder urged counties to continue joining the local-level network, which “allows our 

medical professionals to see the important narcotic history of their patients.” Following 

the release of Greitens’ order, Stenger stated that the St. Louis County PDMP will 

march on “with the hope that whatever the governor proposes does nothing to hinder 

our progress” (Erickson, Bernhard). 

Fact #5: Before Greitens’ announcement, a network of county- 
level PDMPS was growing in Missouri.
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