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“The current meth-
odology underreports 
staffing,’’ said Devon Barill, 
an association spokes-
woman. “For example, for 
employees who are sala-
ried and work more than 
40 hours in a week, [Medi-
care] does not count hours 
beyond 40 per week unless 
the salaried employee is 
paid an additional amount 
above their usual salary, 
even when it is widely 
known that many nurses 
work extra shifts and thus 
extra time.’’

She added that Georgia 
nursing homes face a state-
wide shortage of RNs, so 
they keep higher levels of 

licensed practical nurses 
(LPNs) on staff. But the 
federal Centers for Medi-
care & Medicaid Services 

(CMS) does not count some 
of those LPN hours worked, 
such as supervisory hours, 
Barill said.

“Collectively, this results 
in fewer hours of patient 
care being reported today 
than actually delivered and 
certainly less than previ-
ously reported. As such, 
we don’t feel that the new 
ratings provide an accu-
rate reflection of the care 
being provided in Geor-
gia’s centers.”

“We also believe that 
judging the quality of a 
nursing home based solely 
on staffing is misguided,’’ 
Barill added. “There are 
centers with high staffing 
levels and poor outcomes 
and numerous deficien-
cies and there are centers 
with low staffing with good 
inspection reports and good 
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Check out 
CatoosaWalkerNews’ 
Facebook page. It’s 
a great 
place for 
you to 
post 
items of 
interest (such as 
upcoming events), 
discuss what’s 
happening in our 
community and in 
the news, or just 
send us a message. 
And don’t forget to 
“Like” us!
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By Christine Vestal  
Stateline/The Pew Charitable Trusts

The growing use of anti-anxiety 
pills reminds some doctors of the 
early days of the opioid crisis.

Considered relatively safe and 
non-addictive by the general public 
and many doctors, Xanax, Valium, 
Ativan and Klonopin have been 
prescribed to millions of Americans 
for decades to calm jittery nerves 
and promote a good night’s sleep.

But the number of people taking 
the sedatives and the average length 
of time they’re taking them have 
shot up since the 1990s, when 
doctors also started liberally 
prescribing opioid painkillers.

As a result, some state and federal 
officials are now warning that 
excessive prescribing of a class of 
drugs known as benzodiazepines or 
“benzos” is putting more people at 
risk of dependence on the pills and 
is exacerbating the fatal overdose 
toll of painkillers and heroin. Some 
local governments are beginning 
to restrict benzo prescriptions.

When taken in combination 
with painkillers or illicit narcotics, 

benzodiazepines can increase the 
likelihood of a fatal overdose as 
much as tenfold, according to the 
National Institute on Drug Abuse. 
On their own, the medications can 
cause debilitating withdrawal 
symptoms that last for months 
or years.

Public health officials also 
warn that people who abruptly 
stop taking benzodiazepines risk 
seizures or even death.

With heightened public awareness 
of the nation’s opioid epidemic, 
some state and local officials are 
insisting that these anti-anxiety 
medications start sharing some 
of the scrutiny.

“ W e  h a v e  t h i s  w h o l e 
infrastructure set up now to prevent 
overprescribing of opioids and 
address the need for addiction 
treatment,” said Dr. Anna Lembke, 
a researcher and addiction specialist 
at Stanford University. “We need to 
start making benzos part of that.”

“What we’re seeing is just like 
what happened with opioids in 
the 1990s,” she said. “It really 
does begin with overprescribing. 
Liberal therapeutic use of drugs 

in a medical setting tends to 
normalize their use. People start 
to think they’re safe and, because 
they make them feel good, it doesn’t 
matter where they get them or how 
many they use.”

The number of adults filling 
a benzodiazepine prescription 
increased by two-thirds between 
1996 and 2013, from 8 million to 
nearly 14 million, according to a 
review of market data by Lembke 
and others in the New England 
Journal of Medicine. Despite the 
known dangers of co-prescribing 
painkillers and anti-anxiety 
medications, the rate of combined 
prescriptions nearly doubled 
between 2001 and 2013.

Since then, prescriptions for 
benzodiazepines may have leveled 
off or declined slightly, according to 
recent data from a market research 
firm that tracks prescription 
drug sales, the IQVIA Institute 
for Human Data Science. At the 
same time, opioid prescribing has 
dropped by more than a fifth.

These pills could be next U.S. drug 
epidemic, public health officials say

Clonazepam (traded as Klonopin), diazepam (Valium) and alprazolam (Xanax) are among the most sold drugs in a 
class of widely prescribed anti-anxiety medications known as benzodiazepines. Public health officials warn the pills 
should be used only in the short term and should never be mixed with opioids or alcohol. /The Pew Charitable Trusts
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convenience 
store owners 
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Feds report serious RN shortages 
at many Georgia nursing homes

By Mike O’Neal
moneal@npco.com

Lookout Mountain Judi-
cial Circuit Drug Task Force 
agents recently completed 
the initial stages of an 
investigation into reports 
that convenience stores 
within the four-county 
circuit were distributing 
suspected marijuana.

“This is absolutely mari-
juana being sold as ‘hemp 
flower’ in at least one store 
in each county,” Task Force 
Commander Patrick Doyle 
said.

Doyle said an ongoing 
investigation revealed a 
number of convenience 
stores were indeed selling 
marijuana, leading agents 
to apply for arrest warrants 
for area store owners.

These stores were located 
in Chattooga, Dade, Walker, 
and Catoosa counties.

The Task Force oper-
ates in Catoosa, Chattooga, 
Dade and Walker counties 
with officers currently 
assigned from the LaFay-
ette and Fort Oglethorpe 
police departments and 
deputies from the Walker, 
Dade and Chattooga sher-
iff’s offices.

The illegal substances 
were packaged with mis-
leading labels indicating 
the contents were “Legal in 
all Fifty States,” contained 
“CBD,” and had been “Lab 
Tested.”

The first store owners 
arrested and booked on 
July 31, are Risilkumar 
Patel, 26, Cross Street. 
Rossville, who was booked 
into the Chattooga County 
jail, and Tanjot Bajwa, 41, 
Honeysuckle Trail, Fort 
Oglethorpe,  who was 
booked into the Catoosa 
County Jail.

Additional arrest war-
rants — as many as five 
— have been obtained and 
more arrests are pending in 
this ongoing investigation, 
Commander Doyle said.

* W A R N I N G  T O 
RETAILERS/PARENTS/
CONSUMERS

These products claiming 
to have “No THC”, “CBD”, 
or “Hemp Flower” may 
contain marijuana. These 
products may be ILLEGAL 
to distribute, purchase, or 
possess.

By Tamara Wolk
Correspondent

To begin with, the headline should read: 
“Are you a good resident?” To put it in the 
words of Wikipedia, “Citizenship is the 
status of a person recognized under the 
custom or law as being a legal member 
of a sovereign state or belonging to a 
nation.”

We’re going to say citizen anyway, but 
keep in mind that you are not truly a 
citizen of Walker County or LaFayette 
or Rossville or Chickamauga or Lookout 
Mountain. You’re a resident that we’re 
calling a citizen. But resident is just as 
important as citizen.

At any rate, here’s a good-citizen bucket 
list, some things every good citizen should 
try at least once. Why not write them down 
or print them up and get to checking them 
off? If you have children or grandchildren, 
this would make a great civics project.

 ♦ Visit your city or county website 
and search around on it. You’ll learn 
all manner of things.

 ♦ Vote. Don’t be one of thousands who 
pass. There’s early voting, absentee voting, 
12 hours on final election day.

 ♦ Attend a city council or county 
commissioner meeting. Meet your elected 
officials (somebody elected them).

Are you a good citizen?

Nursing homes nationwide are facing shortages of trained 
staff and nurses / Special
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