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Fighting Opioid Abuse
C hronic pain affects more than 100 million 

adults in the United States. Compounding 
that problem is the misuse and abuse of opioid 
medications sometimes prescribed to treat  
that pain. 

While physicians have been blamed  
for fueling the opioid epidemic, Alexander E. 
Weingarten, MD ’80, is working to be part  
of the solution.

Dr. Weingarten is an anesthesiologist and 
pain medicine specialist who practices in New 
Hyde Park and Syosset, New York. For 15 years, 
he and his partner at Comprehensive Pain 
Management Associates have conducted blood 
and urine testing on their own pain manage
ment patients to ensure patients are using 
opioid medications as prescribed and not using 
other illicit substances. 

“Urine and blood testing provides a window 
into what patients are doing or not doing that 
they aren’t necessarily telling their health care 
practitioner about,” says Weingarten. “In this 
day and age, we can’t just believe the patient. 
Our stateoftheart mass spectro meter 
detects drug use up to 10 days out, depending 
on the drug.” 

Until recently, that testing was limited to 
their own patients. But after successfully chal
lenging state health regulations that had effec
tively given Quest and LabCorp a monopoly 
on blood and urine toxicology testing in New 
York, Weingarten is using his expertise to help 
other physicians keep their practices safe, as 
well as organizations—ranging from drug rehab
i lita tion facilities to homeless shelters—to 
test for the presence of drugs. “This is the first 
physicianowned toxicology lab in the state,” 
says Weingarten. “In the era of opioid abuse 
and diversion, we’re doing something to keep 
New York safe.” 

Weingarten says he was attracted to 
the field of anesthesiology because of his 
interest in pharmacology and biochemistry. 
“Anesthesiologists are very good at learning 
how drugs work on the brain by understand
ing the pharmacology,” he says. After training 

at North ShoreLong Island Jewish Hospital 
and Children’s National Medical Center, he 
began practicing as a pediatric anesthesiolo
gist. In 1991, he became subspecialized in pain 
medicine and shifted the bulk of his practice to 
treating patients with chronic pain.  Weingarten 
is a founder and past president of the New York 
State Pain Society, and conducts the organiza
tion’s training sessions on safe opioid prescrib
ing. “It’s an important area of concern,” he says. 
“The standard of care has changed. Doctors can 
no longer prescribe scheduled medications on a 
random basis. We have to demonstrate that the 
patient is getting improvement in functionality 
and isn’t misusing the drugs or selling them on 
the street. There is a lot more follow up.”

There are also alternatives. Weingarten  
and the New York State Pain Society were 
heavily involved in advising the New York State 
Department of Health in setting up its medical 
cannabis program. “This has been a huge suc
cess in giving patients access to a safe modality 
for pain management,” he says. “Cannabis has 
been shown to be much safer than many of the 
scheduled medications we are currently using.”

In addition to its traditional chronic pain 
management services, Weingarten’s practice 
offers medical cannabis as well as substance 
abuse treatment. “The goal is not just pain 
management, but to help rehabilitate patients 
that want to start a new life in conjunction 
with psychotherapy and other modalities.”

Weingarten says he recently renewed his 
office lease, hoping at least one of his twin sons 
will join him in practice a few years down the 
road. Both are currently secondyear medical 
students: Mark at Mt. Sinai School of Medicine 
and Michael at Upstate Medical University.  

“I want to thank the Upstate faculty for 
giving me and my son a superb education,” he 
says. “I look forward to my 40th class reunion 
in 2020.”        —Renée Gearhart Levy
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