[SUGGESTION] If there have been recent events in the media regarding college drinking or opioid-related incidents, it may be helpful to use that media “hook” as an intro to the opinion editorial.

Lethal Combination: Alcohol and Opioids Among College Students
The opioid epidemic has devastated communities across the country, and college students have not been spared. The #ProofIsInTheNumbers. One in seven college students have misused a prescription drug during the past year.[footnoteRef:1] These high rates of opioid use among college-aged youth have led to rising death rates, and in 2018, more than 3,600 Americans under 25 died from a fatal overdose.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  SAMHSA, Results from the 2017 National Survey on Drug Use and Heath: Detailed Tables (Rockville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Applied Studies, 2018).]  [2:  Hedegaard H, Miniño AM, Warner M. Drug overdose deaths in the United States, 1999–2018. NCHS Data Brief, no 356. Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2020.] 

Alcohol is all too often a contributing factor to these preventable deaths. Recent reports from health experts from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) have documented that more than half of those who misuse prescription opioids engage in binge drinking.[footnoteRef:3] With almost 55% of college students ages 18-22 reporting drinking alcohol in the past month and one third of them engaging in binge drinking, mixing alcohol and opioids is a serious health concern among college students.[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Esser MB, Guy GP Jr, Zhang K, Brewer RD. Binge Drinking and Prescription Opioid Misuse in the U.S., 2012-2014. Am J Prev Med. 2019 Aug;57(2):197-208. doi: 10.1016/j.amepre.2019.02.025. Epub 2019 Jun 11. PMID: 31200998; PMCID: PMC6642832.]  [4:  SAMHSA, Center for Behavioral Statistics and Quality. 2019 National Survey on Drug Use and Health. Table 6.21B—Types of Illicit Drug, Tobacco Product, and Alcohol Use in Past Month among Persons Aged 18 to 22, by College Enrollment Status and Gender: Percentages, 2018 and 2019. https://www.samhsa.gov/data/sites/default/files/reports/rpt29394/NSDUHDetailedTabs2019/NSDUHDetTabsSect6pe2019.htm#tab6-21b. Accessed January 11, 2021. ] 

The situation is so severe that Pennsylvania declared its 13th successive disaster declaration over the overdose crisis in 2021. And, COVID-19 has only exacerbated harms related to both opioids and alcohol, as Americans of all ages have struggled with the pandemic’s isolating effects. The data tells us that if we could reduce rates of excessive alcohol use among college students, we would see fewer deaths due to drug overdoses.  
College communities can look to the College Alcohol Intervention Matrix known as CollegeAIM, created by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, that helps colleges, and their communities identify and implement effective alcohol interventions. This includes looking at the alcohol policy environment around a college campus, from hours and days of alcohol sales to the number of alcohol outlets near a college campus. This tool is easy to use and critical to change the drinking culture on college campuses that continues to persist. 
Yet despite having this resource, college campuses can fall short in implementing the most effective strategies, citing lack of information, resources and coordination, according to a 2019 report.[footnoteRef:5] Too often colleges may rely too heavily on educational programming; however, informational campaigns alone will not successfully reduce substance use if efforts are not focused on also reducing the availability of alcohol and drugs. As many colleges begin to plan to return students to campus in fall 2021, they have an opportunity – and a responsibility – to set policies now that will help protect students from both binge drinking and opioids. This will take coordinated effort with the local community. [5:  American Council of Trustees and Alumni and University of Maryland School of Public Health, 2019. Addressing College Drinking and Drug Use. A Primer for Trustees, Administrators, and Alumni. [online] Washington, D.C.: American Council of Trustees and Alumni. Available at: <https://www.goacta.org/resource/addressing-college-drinking-and-drug-use/> [Accessed 12 March 2020].] 

It should not be a surprise that heavy drinking can lead to adverse outcomes and combining it with opioids increases the risks – like taking the wrong pill or too many of them. Binge drinking among college students, and especially when mixed with opioids, can lead to deadly consequences. College campuses can take action to adopt policies and practices on campus while supporting policies off campus that reduce availability of alcohol to prevent alcohol and substance use harms among college students. 
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