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851 British Columbians lost to toxic illicit drugs in first five months of 2021

VICTORIA — BC Coroners Service reporting released on Tuesday, June 29, 2021, shows at least
160 lives were lost in the province as a result of suspected illicit drug toxicity in May.

“More than five years into this public health emergency, we continue to lose our loved ones,
friends and neighbours at an almost unimaginable rate,” said Lisa Lapointe, chief coroner, BC
Coroners Service. “There is no way to measure the catastrophic impact that the loss of these
lives have had on every community in our province. Today, | grieve with all those who have lost
someone close to them as a result of this crisis.”

An average of 5.2 lives were lost to illicit drugs every day in May. The 160 deaths are the
second-most ever recorded in the month after May 2020 (177 deaths). The 851 lives lost
between January and May are the most ever reported in the first five months of a calendar
year, surpassing the 704 deaths reported in January-May 2017 by almost 21%.

The overall rate of deaths due to toxic illicit drugs in British Columbia now stands at 39.3 per
100,000 residents. Every health authority in the province has recorded a death rate greater
than 33.6 per 100,000 residents, the previous provincial high established in 2020.

Expedited toxicological results indicate the variability of the drug supply continues to pose a
threat to substance users, as 27% of the samples tested in April and 25% of samples tested in
May contained extreme concentrations (more than 50 micrograms per litre) of fentanyl —the
highest rates reported since at least the beginning of 2019. Carfentanil, a more potent
analogue of fentanyl, has now been detected in 75 deaths in 2021 after being identified in 65
investigations in all of 2020. Additionally, 60% of returned tests in May were positive for
benzodiazepines, which create significant life-saving challenges for first responders when used
in combination with opioids.

“As the COVID-19 pandemic begins to wind down, we must turn our attention to combating
B.C.’s other public health emergency with the same sense of urgency,” Lapointe said. “We need
to ensure that safe alternatives to toxic illicit drugs are available throughout the province, and
that we are taking meaningful steps to reduce stigma and offer substance users access to the
supports they need and are seeking.”

Additional key preliminary findings are below. Data are subject to change as additional
toxicology results are received:

« May 2021 is the 15th consecutive month in which British Columbia has experienced more
than 100 deaths per month due to drug toxicity.

+ Virtually all drug toxicity deaths are due to mixed drug toxicity, with the four most
frequently detected substances being fentanyl, cocaine,



methamphetamine/amphetamine and other opioids.
+ Post-mortem toxicology results suggest there has been a greater number of cases with
extreme fentanyl concentrations after April 2020, compared with previous months.

Learn More:

Illicit drug overdose death report (data to May 31, 2021):
https://www?2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf

Illicit drug toxicity: Type of drug data report (data to May 31, 2021):
https://www?2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug-type.pdf

Fentanyl-detected death report:
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/fentanyl-detected-overdose.pdf

Toward the Heart: http://www.towardtheheart.com

Stop Overdose BC: https://www.stopoverdose.gov.bc.ca

BC Centre on Substance Use: http://www.bccsu.ca

Risk mitigation prescribing guidelines in the context of dual public health emergencies:
https://www.bccsu.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Risk-Mitigation-in-the-Context-of-Dual-
Public-Health-Emergencies-v1.5.pdf

Lifeguard app: http://www.phsa.ca/about/news-stories/news-releases/2020-news/new-
lifeguard-app-launched-to-help-prevent-overdoses

BC Centre for Disease Control overdose response indicators: http://www.bccdc.ca/health-
professionals/data-reports/overdose-response-indicators

BC Centre for Disease Control fact sheet on etizolam:
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/160997710600yN2HFTIKYYKxfbZi8XL6s1NFTIHIO

eiSYgQnt.pdf
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