What to do with drivers who test positive for methadone on roadside drug testing? The Spanish Experience
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Worldwide driving under the influence of illicit and some licit substances is not allowed. (WHO, 2016). To avoid this risky behavior, Spain represents one of the European Union countries that follows a zero tolerance law system (any amount of specified drugs in the body is forbidden). Mandatory (in any case the law punish all who refuse to undergo them) roadside drug testing (screening) using oral fluid are regularly carried out nationwide. In the cases of a positive result, a second oral fluid sample is obtained and sent to accredited laboratories where confirmation analysis and quantification of detected substances are done (Alvarez, Gonzalez-Luque & Seguí, 2016). 
The Spanish law states that when the substance is a prescription medicine and it is used according to its marketing authorization (as stated in the Summary of Product Characteristics), sanctions do not apply as long as no other substance is detected. This requires a (physician’s) report to confirm the prescription (Fierro, Colas, González-Luque & Alvarez, 2017): this case could be that of any patient in methadone maintenance program.
Recently, our team has reported which opioids were detected in confirmation analyses of drivers who tested positive on the road between 2011 and 2016 (Herrera-Gómez, García-Mingo, Colas, González-Luque & Alvarez, 2018). A total of 179645 tests were performed, 65244 of which were positive. Methadone was confirmed in 4.1% out of all these positives, being the majority male drivers (94%) of middle age (mean ± standard deviation (SD), 41.90 ± 7.61 years). Nearly all of these were taking also other illicit drugs (99.6%), such as heroin (81.9%), cocaine (45%), cocaine plus cannabis (33%), or cannabis alone (6%). Table 1 shows the figures during the period covered by this study.
The results from this study emphasize the serious problem of the use of multiple psychoactive substances by Spanish drivers. Methadone and the other prescription opioids are misused frequently, and usually consumed concomitantly with other psychoactive substances (Guardia, 2018; Volkow & McLellan, 2016). 
A key aspect to address is what to do when a driver-patient is requesting a (medical) report confirming the prescription of methadone in order to avoid a traffic sanction. The rule should be of asking for the confirmation analysis letter sent by the traffic authorities before to write the report confirming the methadone prescription. They should not be forgotten that the driver will be fined if other psychoactive substances are detected. In any case, we must always report what we know: the prescribed medication and the clinical status of the patient.
Methadone is not detected by the current kits used in Spain, and, therefore, it is not surprising that a large percentage of methadone positive cases were also positive for other opioids (heroin) and illicit drugs (cocaine/cannabis) in confirmation analyses. However, the high frequencies of combined use with several drugs were not expected, and they may be considered alarming.
In Europe, of those patients in substitution treatment for opioid use problems, 63% of are currently under treatment with methadone, whereas 35% are being treated with buprenorphine or buprenorphine/naloxone (EMCDDA, 2017, pp: 68-69). In Spain, in 2016, 91.2% were under treatment with methadone, while 8.8% with buprenorphine/naloxone (Plan Nacional sobre Drogas, 2018; pp: 109-110). Buprenorphine and methadone can cause moderate to severe driver impairment (Ravera, Monteiro, de Gier, van der Linden, Gómez-Talegón & Alvarez, 2013), and, as other driving-impairing medicines, a specific pictogram on “Medicines and Driving” is included in the package (as well as package leaflets include also information on driving-impairing effects).
Data do not allow to know whether or not these roadside methadone-positive cases are those who misused this opioid, or those who are under methadone maintenance treatment, and drive. It should be taken into account the frequent co-morbidity of opioid-dependent patients, which contributes to impairment of fitness to drive. Therefore, selection of the less driving-impairing medication is particularly relevant in these patients. Giving clearer information to the patients (awareness of risks of drug use while driving, and particularly poly-substance use) is also very important (Gutierrez-Abejón, Herrera-Gómez, Criado-Espegel & Álvarez, 2017). In any case, all health professionals we take responsibility in the management of substance use disorder patients, should provide appropriate management of safe driving issues in these patients (Alvarez, Gonzalez-Luque & Seguí, 2016).
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	Year
	Number of roadside drug tests
	Number of positives in roadside drug tests
	Confirmed in toxicology laboratories

	
	
	
	Methadone
	Methadone and other substances

	2011
	743
	62
	0
	10

	2012
	3487
	1087
	1
	169

	2013
	4563
	2017
	1
	132

	2014
	29643
	9991
	2
	465

	2015
	76040
	25966
	3
	933

	2016
	65169
	26121
	5
	935

	Total
	179645
	65244
	12
	2644
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