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VICTORIA – More than seven years after the declaration of a public-health emergency, the 
toxic, unregulated drug supply continues to claim the lives of British Columbians in record 
numbers, according to preliminary reporting released by the BC Coroners Service.

“On April 14, we once again observed the anniversary of the longest public-health emergency 
in our province’s history,” said Lisa Lapointe, chief coroner. “Since the emergency was first 
declared, more than 11,000 people have lost their lives due to the unregulated drug supply. 
This is a crisis of incomprehensible scale, and I extend my deepest condolences to everyone 
who has experienced the loss of someone they loved.”

At least 374 deaths believed to be caused by toxic drugs were reported to the BC Coroners 
Service in February (177) and March (197), which equates to an average of 6.4 lives lost per 
day. The 596 lives lost between January and March is the second-highest total ever recorded in 
the first three months of a calendar year, behind only 2022 (599 lives lost). The total number of 
deaths equates to a provincewide death rate of 44.1 deaths per 100,000 population.

The reporting also reflects that the total number of deaths due to toxic drugs in 2022 has been 
increased to 2,314, making that year the deadliest year on record. Unregulated drug toxicity 
continues to be the leading cause of unnatural death in British Columbia, accounting for more 
deaths than homicides, suicides, motor vehicle incidents, drownings and fire-related deaths 
combined.

At least 11,807 deaths have been caused by unregulated drugs since the public-health 
emergency was first declared in April 2016. There continues to be no evidence that prescribed 
safe supply is contributing to illicit drug deaths.

“It is clear that an urgent response to this crisis is required and overdue,” Lapointe said. 
“Recommendations made by multidisciplinary experts on two Coroners Service Death Review 
Panels and the Province’s Select Standing Committee on Health into the crisis support the 
urgent implementation of a safe, regulated supply of substances for those at risk of serious 
harm or death, as well as provincial standards for the provision of evidence-based treatment 
and recovery services, along with requirements for reporting outcomes. There should not be a 
dichotomy between access to life-saving safer supply and access to life-saving treatment 
options. Tens of thousands of British Columbians remain at risk of dying from toxic drugs and 
we continue to experience the tragedy of six people dying every single day, as we have for the 
past two years. This is also not a crisis confined to certain neighbourhoods or certain towns. All 
areas of our province are immensely affected by this crisis, and collaboration, innovation and 
the rejection of old stereotypes and failed solutions are necessary to prevent future deaths.”
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Additional key preliminary findings are below. Data is subject to change as additional toxicology 
results are received:

• In 2023, 71% of those dying were age 30 to 59, and 77% were male.
• The townships experiencing the highest number of illicit drug toxicity deaths in 2023 are 

Vancouver, Surrey, and Greater Victoria.
• By health authority, in 2023, the highest number of illicit drug toxicity deaths were in 

Vancouver Coastal and Fraser Health Authorities (190 and 161 deaths, respectively), 
making up 59% of all such deaths during 2023.

• By health authority, the highest rates of death in 2023 were in Northern Health (60 
deaths per 100,000 individuals) and Vancouver Coastal Health (59 per 100,000).

• By health service delivery area, in 2023, the highest rates of death were in Vancouver, 
northwestern B.C., northern Vancouver Island, northern Interior, and central Vancouver 
Island.

• By local health area in 2022, the highest rates were in Vancouver - Centre North, Terrace, 
Merritt, Hope and Prince George.

• Two deaths have occurred at an overdose prevention site: one in 2022 and one in 2023.

Learn More:

Unregulated drug death report (data to March 31, 2023): https://app.powerbi.com/view?
r=eyJrIjoiODY0MDUxZjYtNGQ2Yi00YzM0LWE2ZTMtNTk2MzhlOGI2OTJjIiwidCI6IjZmZGI1MjAwLT
NkMGQtNGE4YS1iMDM2LWQzNjg1ZTM1OWFkYyJ9

Unregulated drug toxicity: Type of drug data report (data to Jan. 31, 2023): 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/illicit-drug-type.pdf

Note: The unregulated drug death report is updated monthly. The unregulated drug toxicity: 
Type of drug data report is updated quarterly.

BC Coroners Service Death Review Panel: A Review of Illicit Drug Toxicity Deaths: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/death-review-
panel/review_of_illicit_drug_toxicity_deaths_2022.pdf

Mode of Consumption Data – Knowledge Update:
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/assets/gov/birth-adoption-death-marriage-and-
divorce/deaths/coroners-service/statistical/mode-of-consumption.pdf

BCCDC Knowledge update about hydromorphone and illicit drug toxicity deaths:
http://www.bccdc.ca/resource-
gallery/Documents/Statistics%20and%20Research/Statistics%20and%20Reports/Overdose/
2021.09.15_Knowledge%20Update_Hydromorphone%20and%20drug%20toxicity%20
deaths.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
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Connect with the Province of B.C. at: news.gov.bc.ca/connect
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Contact:

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 factsheet about etizolam:
https://towardtheheart.com/assets/uploads/1609802595WXFJCmRP6tu1qI04J8t6BzV
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