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Overdose Deaths: A Serious National Problem 
 

Overdose deaths rates nationwide more than doubled 

between 1999 and 2014.1 According to the Centers for 

Disease Control and Prevention, 47,055 people – an 

average of 128 people a day – died from drug 

overdoses in 2014.2 More people died of overdoses in 

2014 than in any previous year on record. Overdoses 

now result in more deaths each year than HIV/AIDS, 

homicide or car accidents.3 Nearly half a million people 

have died of drug overdoses in the U.S. since 2000.4  

 

Overdose has surpassed motor vehicle accidents 

as the leading cause of injury-related death in the 

United States.5 

 

Nationally, more overdose deaths are caused by 

prescription drugs than all illegal drugs combined.6 

Legal prescription opioids like OxyContin and Vicodin 

have been driving the increase nationwide – causing 

more than 18,000 deaths in 2014.7 

 

For more than a decade, prescription opioid overdose 

deaths have outnumbered both heroin and cocaine 

overdose deaths, although heroin overdose deaths 

have increased sharply in recent years.8 In 2014, 

heroin caused more than 10,000 deaths.9   

 

Evidence indicates that, as states have restricted 

access to prescription opioids, some opioid-dependent 

people have switched from prescription painkillers to 

heroin, which is relatively less expensive and easier to 

access.10 Prior dependence on prescription opioids is 

the leading risk factor for heroin initiation, use and 

potential misuse.11 

 

The tragedy is that many of these deaths could have 

been prevented. 
 

911 Good Samaritan Laws: A Practical Solution 
That Can Save Lives 
 

Most overdose deaths occur one to three hours after 

the victim has initially ingested or injected drugs.12 The 

chance of surviving an overdose, like that of surviving 

a heart attack, depends greatly on how fast one 

receives medical assistance. Witnesses to heart 

attacks rarely think twice about calling 911, but 

witnesses to an overdose often hesitate to call for help 

or, in many cases, simply don’t make the call. The 

most common reason people cite for not calling 911 is 

fear of police involvement.13  

 

Severe penalties for possession and use of illicit drugs, 

including state laws that impose criminal charges on 

individuals who provide drugs to someone who 

subsequently dies of an overdose, only intensify the 

fear that prevents many witnesses from seeking 

emergency medical help.14 
 

Risk of criminal prosecution or civil litigation can 

deter medical professionals, drug users and 

bystanders from aiding overdose victims. Well-

crafted legislation can provide simple protections 

to alleviate these fears, improve emergency 

overdose responses and save lives. 

 

An important solution to encourage overdose 

witnesses to seek medical help is to exempt them from 

arrest and criminal prosecution through the adoption of 

911 Good Samaritan immunity laws.  

 

Good Samaritan immunity laws provide protection from 

arrest and prosecution for witnesses who call 911. This 

policy only protects the caller and victim from arrest 

and prosecution for simple drug possession, 

possession of paraphernalia, and/or being under the 

influence. Such legislation does not protect people 

from arrest for drug sales or other offenses. 



 

2 Drug Policy Alliance  |  131 West 33rd Street, 15th Floor, New York, NY 10001 

nyc@drugpolicy.org  |  212.613.8020 voice  |   212.613.8021 fax 

Page  

The policy prioritizes saving lives over arrests for 

possession. 

 

Laws encouraging overdose witnesses and victims to 

seek medical attention may also be accompanied by 

training for law enforcement, EMS and other 

emergency and public safety personnel.15  
 
A Growing National Movement to Prevent 
Overdose Fatalities 
 

In State Legislatures: In 2007, New Mexico became 

the first state in the nation to pass 911 Good 

Samaritan legislation. Since then, 31 additional states 

– Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, California, Colorado, 

Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Hawaii, 

Illinois, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, 

Massachusetts, Minnesota, Mississippi, Nevada, New 

Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, 

North Dakota, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, 

Tennessee, Vermont, Washington State, West Virginia 

and Wisconsin – as well as the District of Columbia, 

have passed such laws.16  
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