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Drug overdoses in Philadelphia 

Drug overdose deaths continue to rise in Philadelphia, 
with close to 900 deaths expected in 2016 

Number of Overdose and Injury-related Deaths – Philadelphia, 2003-2016* 

Medical Examiner’s Office, Philadelphia Department of Public Health 
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~80% of these deaths involve opioids 

Deaths continue to rise steadily 



Drug overdoses in Philadelphia 

Medical Examiner’s Office, Philadelphia Department of Public Health 

Opioids include prescription medications, heroin and fentanyl 



Prescription Opioid Sales, Treatment 
Admissions, and Overdose Deaths 

U.S., 1999-2010 

Vital Signs: Overdoses of Prescription Opioid Pain Relievers --- United States, 1999—2008  MMWR 2011;60:1487-1492 
 



In Philadelphia, sales increased 2x between 2001-2012 

All opioids 

Oxycodone 

Other opioids 

Reports from DEA Automated Reports and Consolidated Ordering System (ARCOS) system for Philadelphia zip codes 
 

Prescription Opioids 
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Transition to Heroin 

30mg Roxicodone, 
street price in Philadelphia 

30mg South American heroin 

$25 $14 

• Few people who misuse pharmaceutical opioids become heroin 
users (4% initiate heroin use within 5 years) 

• People who have misused opioid pain relievers are 19 times more 
likely than others to start using heroin 

Muhuri PK. 2013.; https://www.cvs.com/webcontent/images/drug/DrugItem_10115.JPG; https://i.ytimg.com/vi/w1zFL0-XmQ8/maxresdefault.jpg  



Heroin is pure and cheap in Philadelphia 

2014 Heroin Domestic Monitor Program 

http://i2.cdn.cnn.com/cnnnext/dam/assets/160426124048-dangerous-painkillers-super-169.jpg 
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Evolution of the Opioid Crisis 
Overdose Deaths, U.S., 2000-2015 



Fentanyl 

Fentanyl, a 
synthetic opioid 
that is 50-100 
times stronger 
than morphine, 
is increasingly 
found in users 
who have fatally 
overdosed 

Medical Examiner’s Office, Philadelphia Department of Public Health 



Opioid-Involved Overdose Deaths 
 

Source: Medical Examiner’s Office, Philadelphia Department of Public Health. 



Drug overdoses in Philadelphia, 
2014-2015 

While many 
overdose 
deaths occur 
in the 
Kensington 
area, they 
happen across 
all of the city 

Medical Examiner’s Office, Philadelphia Department of Public Health 



Estimated magnitude of the  
problem in Philadelphia 

Fatal overdoses are only the tip of the iceberg 

Fatal overdoses 
Source: Medical Examiner’s Office 

~900 

In treatment for opioid dependence 
(publicly funded) 
Source: CBH/BHSI 

~14,000 

Heroin use (last year) 
Source: NSDUH, BHSI 

~55,000 

Misuse/abuse of prescription opioids 
(last year) 
Source: NSDUH 

~55,000 

Adults receiving >1 opioid 
prescription/year 
Source: PA DHS, Aetna, Census 

~150,000 



PDPH involvement in  
Addressing the Opioid Crisis 

• Reducing over-prescribing of opioids to 
reduce number of people who become 
dependent 

• Increasing treatment for those already 
dependent 

• Increasing availability and use of naloxone to 
prevent fatal overdose 



Reducing over-prescribing of opioids 

• Opioid and 
benzodiazepine 
prescribing 
guidelines 

• Analyze prescribing 
data for targeted 
education to high 
prescribers 



Increasing Access to Treatment 

• Supporting primary 
care clinics across the 
city in offering 
buprenorphine  

• Start buprenorphine 
prescribing in Health 
Centers 

http://257cu52hn58148zsaf2jma2c-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/08/Buprenorphine.jpg 



Naloxone 

Administered to by EMS (2016)   ~4,000 
Administered by Police (2016)   ~200 
Distributed by Prevention Point (2016)  ~5,500 + 

~9,700 

Despite this use of naloxone, approximately 2 5 
people die from opioid overdoses every day in 
Philadelphia. 



Increasing Access to Naloxone 

• Community education 
and distribution 

• Educating and 
distributing naloxone 
to inmates of 
Philadelphia 
Department of Prisons 

• Pharmacy outreach 



Mayor’s Task Force 

Task Force 
23 members 

January – March 
2017 
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