
 

US overdose deaths shot up for Black, Native
people during pandemic

July 19 2022

Overdose deaths increased 44 percent for Black people and 39 percent
for American Indians in 2020 compared to 2019, as the Covid-19
pandemic disrupted access to care and exacerbated racial inequality, an
official report showed Tuesday. 

"Racism, a root cause of health disparities, continues to be a serious
public health threat that directly affects the well-being of millions of
Americans," US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
acting principal deputy director Debra Houry said in a briefing. 

"The disproportionate increase in overdose death rates among Black and
American Indian/Alaskan Native people may partly be due to health
inequities, like unequal access to substance use treatment and treatment
biases." 

Recent increases in deaths were largely driven by illegally manufactured
fentanyl and fentanyl analogs (IMFs), according to the report from the
CDC. 

Before the pandemic, the overdose death rate was similar for Black,
Native and white people, at 27, 26 and 25 per 100,000 people in 2019. 

But that changed dramatically in 2020, when the respective figures were
39, 36 and 31 per 100,000 people. 

Though the increase among white people was not as great as for Black
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people and American Indians, the new rate is still a historic high. 

Among key findings, the overdose death rate among Black males 65
years and older was nearly seven times that of their white counterparts. 

Black people 15-24 years old experienced the largest rate increase, 86
percent, compared to changes seen in other groups. 

"There was a substantially lower percentage of people in racial and
ethnic minority groups showing evidence of ever receiving treatment for
substance use, compared to white people," CDC health scientist Mbabazi
Kariisa said during the briefing. 

In fact, most people who died by overdose had no evidence of getting
prior substance use treatment before their death. 

Areas with a wider income gap between rich and poor had the highest
death rates. 

Being impoverished "can lead to lack of stable housing, reliable
transportation and health insurance, making it even more difficult for
people to access treatment, and other support services," said Kariisa. 

In terms of recommendations, Houry said it was vital to raise awareness
about the lethality of the illicit drug supply, particularly fentanyl—and
encouraging the public to carry the life-saving treatment Naloxone. 

Improving access to treatment and offering structural support, such as
transport assistance and child care, can improve care access. 

"Combining culturally appropriate traditional practices, spirituality and
religion with evidence based substance use disorder treatment also helps
raise awareness and reduce stigma," she said. 
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"While we have made so much progress in treating substance use
disorders as chronic conditions, rather than moral failings, there is still
so much more work to do, including making sure that all people who
need these services can get them," Houry concluded. 
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