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Nearly three people a day died from illicit drugs in 2019

VICTORIA — As British Columbia approaches the four-year anniversary of the public health
emergency related to illicit drug overdoses, the BC Coroners Service and partners are renewing
calls for improved access to a regulated, safer drug supply in the province.

The BC Coroners Service reports there were 981 suspected illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2019.
This represents an average of 2.7 deaths per day and will likely increase as investigations
conclude. Though the 981 illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2019 represent a 36% decrease from
similar deaths in 2018, the number is virtually identical to the number of those who died in
2016, the year the provincial health emergency was declared.

“More than 5,000 lives have been lost in B.C. since 2016 as a result of illicit drug toxicity. These
deaths have deeply hurt families and communities across our province and represent an
immense loss of potential in all walks of life,” said Lisa Lapointe, B.C.’s chief coroner. “The
number of illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2019 remains higher than motor vehicle incidents,
suicides and homicides combined, and B.C. continues to bear the heaviest toll of the impacts of
the unpredictable, profit-driven, illicit drug market.

“Collectively, we continue to urge for greater access to safe supply for those in our community
who are experiencing, and struggling to live with, substance use disorder.”

A continuing trend highlighted in the report is that middle-aged men are over-represented with
more than three quarters of the suspected overdose deaths involving males and 71% involving
people aged 30 to 59. Eighty-seven per cent of deaths continue to occur indoors, with more
people dying on the days immediately following the issuance of income assistance payments
than all other days in the year.

“The decrease in the number of British Columbians dying from this crisis is encouraging and
indicates that our harm-reduction measures to keep people alive are working,” said Dr. Bonnie
Henry, B.C.’s provincial health officer. ‘We’re dealing with addiction. And addiction is an illness,
a health condition. We are in no way out of this crisis yet. We continue to see very high rates of
overdose events across the province and are seeing increased numbers of young people with
long-lasting health effects after overdosing.

“The measures we are taking to ensure access to services are there for people who use drugs
when they are ready and able to start their path to recovery. And in the meantime, we need to
change our approach so that people who use drugs are able to seek help without the fear of
being charged criminally and with access to a pharmaceutical alternative, instead of what is
clearly a toxic street-drug supply.”

More than four in every five deaths in 2019 had fentanyl detected in post-mortem testing.



"The effectiveness of the overdose response must be acknowledged, and our gratitude for the
tireless work of those who are responding to overdoses when they occur cannot be
overstated," said Dr. Perry Kendall, co-interim executive director at the BC Centre on Substance
Use. "We must also acknowledge that overdoses are still occurring at an equal or greater rate
than ever as a result of the toxic drug supply, posing a significant public health threat that will
impact a generation of British Columbians. An overdose can lead to long-term harms, such as
traumatic brain injury that will last a lifetime. Lives are being saved, but saving lives alone is not
nearly enough. We must now turn our attention toward implementing strategies to prevent
overdoses from occurring in the first place — which must start with a legally regulated drug

supply.”

Despite a decrease of illicit drug toxicity deaths over the past year, the number of non-fatal
events plateaued in 2019, according to data from BC Emergency Health Services.

“While we're seeing a decrease in deaths, data from BC Emergency Health Services shows we
were called to the same high level of overdoses in 2019,” said Lance Stephenson, director of
patient care delivery with BC Emergency Health Services. “We are still getting called for more
than 65 overdoses a day in B.C. We're still in a crisis.”

Aboriginal British Columbians continue to be over-represented in the data proportionally — and
following further review by the First Nations Health Authority, an Aboriginal-focused report will
be published with more detailed data and analysis.

“We can confirm we will be releasing our own data in partnership with the BC Coroners Service
on the specific impact of this crisis on First Nations people in B.C. in the coming weeks,” said Dr.
Nel Wieman, senior medical officer, mental health and wellness with the First Nations Health
Authority. “But we know one thing for certain: the impact of this crisis on Indigenous peoples is
proportionately greater than for the rest of the population.”

Quick Facts:

« The number of illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2019 equates to about 2.7 deaths per day for
the year.

« There was at least one illicit drug toxicity death in 330 of the 365 days in 2019.

« The townships experiencing the highest number of illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2019 are
Vancouver, Surrey, Victoria and Abbotsford.

« Vancouver Coastal Health Authority had the highest rate of illicit drug toxicity deaths (23
deaths per 100,000 individuals), followed by Northern Health Authority (22.5 deaths per
100,000 individuals) in 2019.

o Overall, the rate in B.C. was 19 deaths per 100,000 individuals in 2019;

» By local health area, the rates of illicit drug toxicity deaths were highest in Princeton,

Grand Forks, Hope, Keremeos, and Merritt, from 2017 to 2019.

Learn More:

For the latest report on lllicit Drug Overdose Deaths in B.C. (2009-19), visit:
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf



https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug.pdf

For the latest report on Fentanyl-Detected lllicit Drug Overdose Deaths (2012-19), visit:
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/fentanyl-detected-overdose.pdf

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

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