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Opioid Prescribing in 
Waterloo Region
In 2016, new starts of opioids among family 
doctors, surgeons, and dentists were higher in 
the Waterloo Wellington Local Health Integration 
Network (LHIN) area compared to other LHIN 
areas in the province. 

These results appear in the recently released 
Health Quality Ontario report on opioid 
prescribing patterns in Ontario by family doctors, 
surgeons, and dentists. The following presents 
more information on the report and statistics 
related to the Waterloo Wellington LHIN area.

‘Starting on Opioids’ report by Health Quality 
Ontario (2018)
Health Quality Ontario recently released a report 
called ‘Starting on Opioids,’ providing insight into 
new starts of opioid prescriptions in Ontario. 

A focus on new opioid starts allows reflection on:

• Other treatment options;

• Lower opioid doses; and

• Shorter durations of opioid prescriptions to 
prevent harm that can be associated with long-
term use. 

In Ontario, new starts of opioids for people 
who had not filled an opioid prescription in the 
last six months encompassed 15% of all opioid 
prescriptions in 2016. Of those new opioid starts, 
family doctors prescribed almost half, surgeons 
one-fifth, and dentists less than one-fifth. 

Trends of new opioid starts between 2013 and 2016 
decreased by 9% and 5% for Ontario family doctors 
and surgeons, respectively, while new opioid starts 
were relatively constant among dentists during the 
same time period.

To read the full Health Quality Ontario report, visit 
hqontario.ca/StartingonOpioids

New starts of opioids by family doctors, morphine equivalent (MEQ), 
proportions by LHIN region, 2016  (Figure from Health Quality Ontario)

Prescribing in the Waterloo Wellington Local 
Health Integration Network (LHIN) area
Opioid starts higher than 50 mg of morphine 
equivalent (MEQ) have been shown to increase 
the risk of death from opioid poisoning relative to 
lower dose opioid starts. Health Quality Ontario’s 
analysis of opioid starts across Ontario’s 14 LHINs 
shows:

The Waterloo Wellington LHIN had the highest 
percentage of new opioid starts 51-90 MEQ 
among family doctors (15.1% compared to 
10.7% average) and surgeons (34.1% compared 
to 28.0% average) in 2016. Waterloo Wellington 
LHIN dentists had the fifth highest percentage 
of new opioid starts 51-90 MEQ (11.6% 
compared to 11.0% average) in 2016.

The ‘2017 Canadian Guidelines for Opioids for 
Chronic Non-Cancer Pain’ strongly recommends 
restricting opioid doses higher than 90 MEQ for 
chronic non-cancer pain. Health Quality Ontario’s 
analysis of opioid starts across Ontario’s 14 LHINs 
shows:

The Waterloo Wellington LHIN had the third 
highest percentage of new opioid starts higher 
than 90 MEQ among family doctors (2.0% 
compared to 1.7% average) and dentists 
(0.9% compared to 0.7% average). Waterloo 
Wellington LHIN surgeons had below average 
percentage of new opioids starts higher than 90 
MEQ (7.6% compared to 8.0% average) in 2016. 

For More Information 
Resources for opioid managament can be found at: 

• McMaster University, Michael G. DeGroote 
National Pain Centre, ‘2017 Canadian 
Guidelines for Opioids for Chronic Non-Cancer 
Pain’ http://nationalpaincentre.mcmaster.ca/
guidelines.html 

• Institute for Safe Medication Practices Canada, 
‘Opioid Stewardship’ tools https://www.ismp-
canada.org/opioid_stewardship/ 

• Health Quality Ontario, ‘Partnered Supports for 
Helping Patients Manage Pain’ resources  
http://www.hqontario.ca/Quality-
Improvement/Guides-Tools-and-Practice-
Reports/Primary-Care/ Partnered-Supports-
for-Helping-Patients-Manage-Pain
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Sodium in Drinking Water
Region of Waterloo routinely monitors municipal 
drinking water quality, including sodium levels. 
The Provincial Aesthetic Objective for sodium in 
drinking water is 200 mg/L (ppm). However, water 
sample results in excess of 20 mg/L of sodium 
are required to be reported to the Medical Officer 
of Health (MOH). The sodium concentrations in 
our municipal drinking water sources vary, with 
approximately 75% above 20 mg/L.

Sodium Intake from Diet and Drinking Water
The “tolerable upper intake level” (UL) for sodium 
is 2,300 mg/day which is not likely to increase 
health risks in otherwise healthy people. According 
to the 2004 Canadian Community Health Survey 
the daily average sodium intake in Ontario is 
2,871 mg/day. Seventy-seven per cent of our 
daily sodium intake comes from processed foods. 
People on sodium-restricted diets should also be 
aware that many restaurants use water in their 
beverages that has been softened with sodium, 
which compounds the risk. 

Implications for Patients on Sodium 
Restricted Diets 
Doctors are reminded that the levels of sodium in 
drinking water, in combination with salt from other 
dietary sources, could present a health concern 
for people on sodium-restricted diets. These 
sources should be taken into consideration when 
calculating daily sodium intake.

Sodium levels are included in the Region’s Annual 
Water Quality Reports which can be found at: 
https://www.regionofwaterloo.ca/en/regional-
government/water-and-wastewater.aspx 

Individuals that rely on private wells are 
encouraged to have their drinking water regularly 
tested for sodium content. This test is available 
through a private laboratory.

For additional information on sodium in drinking 
water, please see our fact sheet  
http://bit.ly/SodiumWater

Public Health Needs Your 
Expertise! 
We are conducting two research projects that 
require input from physicians:

1. How are health care providers promoting 
physical activity? What are the challenges 
related to physical activity promotion?

2. How are health care providers promoting fall 
prevention? What are the challenges related to 
fall prevention promotion?

If interested, you will be invited to participate in a 
5-10 minute phone. Your expertise and opinions 
will provide context to these issues and will help 
shape our local strategies.

If you would like to participate or want more 
information about the projects, please contact 
Katie McDonald, Health Promotion and Research 
Analyst before March 31, 2018.

By phone: 519-575-4400, ext. 7835  
By email: kamcdonald@regionofwaterloo.ca

Family Compass 
Waterloo Region
Professionals can use Family 
Compass Waterloo Region to 
explore service options and 
to support families and youth 
in navigating the system. 

This new website guides families to local services 
for children and youth.  

For more information visit familycompasswr.ca 
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