
Hundreds Charged in Opioid National Fraud Takedown 

By: Paige Steffen, Opioid Coverage Task Force

On Thursday, June 28, 2018, the U.S. Department of Justice (“DOJ”) and the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services (“HHS”) announced the “largest healthcare fraud enforcement action” in American history, both in terms of 
number of defendants and alleged damages.  As a part of the enforcement action coordinated between the DOJ, HHS, the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation (“FBI”), the Drug Enforcement Administration (“DEA”) and federal, state, and local 
enforcement officers, 601 individuals from across the country were charged for their alleged participation in healthcare 
fraud that resulted in more than $2 billion in losses and contributed to the opioid epidemic.  The DOJ’s press release 
summarizing the charges is attached below.  

The DOJ and HHS focused their efforts in this latest crackdown on combatting the nation’s ongoing opioid crisis which 
caused more than 42,000 opioid-related overdose deaths in the U.S. in 2016.  Of the hundreds of individuals charged, 162 
doctors and other health care providers were specifically charged for their role in fraudulently prescribing and distributing 
more than 13 million dosages of opioids.    

Notably, opioid manufacturers, distributors, and retailers – who are already named in more than 1,000 opioid-related civil 
lawsuits pending in Multidistrict Litigation and various state courts – were not charged in the recent healthcare fraud 
enforcement actions.  In numerous motions to dismiss filed in the pending federal and state opioid civil lawsuits, the opioid 
manufacturers, distributors, and retailers argue that various intervening acts, such as physicians and pharmacists using their 
own medical judgment (fraudulent or not) to prescribe and dispense opioids, severs the causal chain between them and the 
alleged damages arising out of the opioid epidemic.  It remains to be seen whether the implication of doctors and health 
care professionals for prescribing and distributing more than 13 million dosages of opioids may shift liability away from 
the opioid manufacturers, distributors, and retailers for the billions of damages allegedly arising out of the opioid crisis.  

While detailing the coordinated efforts, FBI Deputy Director Bowdich stated that “through investigations across the 
country, we have seen medical professionals putting greed above their patients’ well-being and trusted doctors fanning the 
flames of the opioid crisis.”  The following is a small sampling of the numerous opioid-related charges arising out of 
Thursday’s announcement:  

• A pain management specialist operating in New York and New Jersey was charged with (1) accepting cash 
from his patients in exchange for writing prescriptions for oxycodone and Subsys; and (2) second-degree 
manslaughter after a patient he wrote multiple opioid prescriptions for died from an opioid overdose.  

• A physician who owned a pain management clinic in Delaware was charged with unlawfully prescribing more 
than two million dosage units of oxycodone products.  

• Forty-eight individuals in Texas, including a pharmacy chain owner and lead pharmacist, were charged with 
drug and money laundering conspiracy for using fraudulent prescriptions to fill bulk orders of more than one 
million hydrocodone and oxycodone pills which, in turn, were sold to drug couriers for millions of dollars.  

The remaining non-opioid related defendants were charged with participating in fraudulent billing schemes in which false 
claims were submitted to government healthcare programs and private insurance companies for prescriptions and 
treatments that were either medically unnecessary or never even provided. 

In addition, since June 2017 HHS’s Office of Inspector General reported that it issued exclusion notices to 2,700 
individuals – including 587 healthcare providers – whose conduct allegedly contributed to opioid abuse and diversion.  
The exclusion notices preclude the individuals from participating in and submitting claims to all federal healthcare 
programs, including Medicare and Medicaid.  
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