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Fatal prescription type opiate overdoses decline in 2010 in King County 

 

The number of people dying in King County from prescription-type opiate overdoses declined for the 

first time in a decade, according to results presented today at the National Institute on Drug Abuse’s 

Community Epidemiology Work Group meeting held in Seattle. The presentation (and report to be 

released in the coming weeks) is produced by a collaborative effort of researchers, public health 

experts, law enforcement and service providers led by Caleb Banta-Green, research scientist at the 

University of Washington's Alcohol and Drug Abuse Institute.  

 

In 2010 in King County, 130 fatal overdoses involved prescription type opiates (most commonly 

methadone and oxycodone), a decline from 161 deaths in 2009 and the first decline since 1999. Fatal 

heroin overdoses remained low at 50 in 2010, the same number as in 2009 and substantially lower than 

the 144 heroin involved overdoses in 1998. 

 

The majority of deaths involving heroin and/or prescription type opiates also involve alcohol, other 

pharmaceuticals and/or illegal drugs.  The source of prescription type drugs in deaths is not known, 

but a previous local study indicates that some deaths involve medications prescribed to the person who 

overdoses, while other deaths involve the presence of medicines for which there are no prescriptions. 

 

Newly available prescription sales data for Washington State through 2010 indicate that sales began 

leveling off over the last three to four years for several common, potent pain medicines including 

morphine, methadone, and oxycodone after steady increases in sales since 1997. These same data 

indicate a seven-fold increase in prescribing of Suboxone by King County providers for the treatment 

of opiate addition with an estimated 2,353 annual treatment spaces in 2010. 

 

While the decline in deaths is positive, there are reasons for concern.  Treatment admissions for those 

addicted to prescription type opiates continue to increase and the majority are young adults ages 18 to 

29.  The number of young adults in treatment programs for heroin is up 74% from 1999 to 2010.  

Heroin purity is low right now, which may be contributing to the lower level of fatal heroin overdoses. 

 

Continued vigilance on the part of the public will be important to prevent future addiction and 

overdoses.  Information on opiate medication and heroin safety and overdose prevention is available at 

http://StopOverdose.org  and  http://www.doh.wa.gov/hsqa/takeasdirected/default.htm 

 

Other drugs of abuse 

Cocaine continues to be a major drug of abuse and contributor to deaths. Treatment admissions and 

deaths both declined somewhat in 2010.  Levamisole (a potentially life threatening contaminant) was 

present in two-thirds of cocaine seized by police in King County in 2010 and is present in both crack 

and powder cocaine.  

 

Methamphetamine treatment admissions and deaths have held steady since 2005. 

 

Marijuana remains the most common drug among youth admitted to treatment.  Adult treatment 

admissions declined slightly for adults in 2010 though they have tripled since 1999, with increases 

mostly among males, African Americans and Hispanics. 
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