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1850  

–  

1900  

Prescription drugs were largely unregulated.  Cocaine and 

morphine were readily available.  Ease of access rapidly 

led to wide scale abuse.   

Civil War Soldiers were given large amounts of morphine 

and hypodermic needles for pain management.   

In 1875, the first anti-drug law was passed in San 

Francisco outlawing opium dens. 

By 1900 there were an estimated 250,000 opium addicts in 

the United States. 

Heroin prescribed as a cough medicine for children. 

1900  

–  

1950 

In 1906, the Pure Food and Drug Act was passed which 

required all substances containing opium and other 

narcotics to be labeled appropriately. 

In 1914 the Harrison Narcotic Act was passed.  This 

required any large doses of narcotics to be distributed by 

licensed physicians and pharmacists. 

In 1924, Heroin was made to be illegal. 

In the 1930’s, states began requiring schools to provide 

anti-drug education.  Many schools feared this would cause 

higher rates of substance abuse and did not provide the 

education. 

By 1938, 25,000 physicians had been charged with 

narcotics crimes under the Harrison Narcotic Act; 3,000 

had served time in prison. 

Amphetamine and tranquilizer abuse rates steadily 

increased. 
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1950 

 –  

2000 

In 1956, The Narcotics Control Act was enacted; it provided 

the death penalty, if recommended by the jury, for the sale 

of Heroin to a child by an adult. 

In 1966, The Narcotics Addict Rehabilitation Act allowed 

the use of the federal court system to compel addiction 

treatment.  This also provided federal money to states to 

develop addiction treatment programs. 

In 1970, the Comprehensive Drug Abuse Prevention and 

Control Act was passed, leading to the creation of the Drug 

Enforcement Administration three years later. 

In 1996, The Comprehensive Methamphetamine Control 

Act was passed which restricts access to chemicals and 

equipment used in the manufacture of methamphetamine 

and increases penalties for possession of these plus the 

manufacture and/or sale of the drug. 

2000  

- 

2011 

In 2005, 2.1 million teens abused prescription drugs. 

Prescription drugs are the most commonly abused drug 
among 12-13 year olds. 

According to the Drug Enforcement Administration (2009), 
pain relievers are the most commonly abused prescription 
drugs by teens. 
 
According to the Drug Enforcement Administration (2009), 
prescription drug abuse is the nation’s most prevalent drug 
abuse problem. 

 


