Codeine misuse in Australia reduced by
prescription-only changes
2 October 2019
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Codeine use in Australia:
Key findings

Codeine is an opioid drug often found in pain killer
and cold and flu medication, or cough mixtures.

Poisonings:
Prior to the legislative changes, codeine was the
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most commonly used opioid analgesic in Australia,
with consumption exceeding that of the United
States despite Australia having a population seven
percent the size of the US.
The February 2018 changes followed a lengthy
consultation and mean that people needing lowstrength codeine must now first obtain a
prescription from their GP or health care provider.
"There are serious concerns about the long-term
use of codeine, both in regard to dependence
issues and general health," said Dr. Cairns.
"The doses of codeine previously available over-thecounter were not very effective, yet can still lead to
opioid dependence and side effects. In addition,
genetic differences mean there is wide variability in
how people respond to codeine."
Senior author on the study and Professor of Clinical
Pharmacology Nicholas Buckley from the University
of Sydney said the changes belatedly bring
Australia in line with most other countries in regards
to codeine availability.
"Australia has had a 50 percent increase in overall
poisoning deaths in the last decade. A systematic
strategy to address the causes of the rise in fatal
poisoning is urgently needed," said Professor
Buckley.
"This study and also similar results with the recent
changes to the availability of anxiety medication
alprazolam demonstrate how effective simple
interventions could be in tackling this epidemic."
More information: Addiction (2019). DOI:
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