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Overdose deaths have dramatically increased 

across the United States over the past two 

decades.1 These increases have been especially 

pronounced since 2020, with a nearly 15 percent 

increase in overdose deaths from 2020 to 2021 

(almost 107,000 lives lost in 2021 alone).2   

 

Changes in Oregon’s overdose death rate track 

with national trends. However, Oregon’s overdose 

death rate has consistently remained below the 

national average (See Figure 1).3 In 2021, Oregon’s 

age-adjusted overdose death rate ranked 17th among 

the states (See Figure 2).4  

 

Oregon’s overdose death rate is comparable to 

other western states (see Figure 2), with Oregon and 

nearly all of the West and the country as a whole 

seeing increased overdose deaths from 2020 to 2021.5 

Provisional data suggest that 2022 overdose deaths 

leveled off or even decreased both nationally and in 

Oregon, although numbers remain high.6  

 

Drug overdose is a public health issue that 

impacts us all. An unpredictable drug supply 

permeated with synthetic opioids, like fentanyl,  

is a primary driver of overdose deaths. 

 

Synthetic opioids were involved in two-thirds of 

overdose deaths across the country in 2021.7  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic and related shutdowns, 

which increased isolation and disrupted access to 

health services, further exacerbated fatal overdoses.8 

Like national trends, COVID-19 likely led to increased 

overdose death rates in Oregon.9  

 

Fentanyl has also increasingly overtaken the drug 

supply in Oregon and the entire western part of the 

U.S.10 As a result, overdose deaths involving fentanyl 

have dramatically increased in Oregon. This is similar 

to previous patterns seen in the eastern U.S.11   

 

OR’s overdose death rate remains lower than most 

states, but even one overdose death is too many. 

 

There is no evidence to suggest decriminalization of 

possession of small amounts of drugs under Measure 

110 has impacted overdose death rates in Oregon. 

However, eliminating criminal penalties for drug 

possession removes fear of arrest, a significant barrier 

to seeking treatment and other supportive services.  

 

Because of Measure 110, hundreds of millions of 

dollars were recently allocated to expand services. 

This funding has allowed providers across Oregon to 

expand services intended to reduce overdose risk. 

Despite this progress, more policy changes and 

resources are needed to reduce overdose deaths. This 

includes authorizing and funding overdose prevention 

centers and drug checking services. 
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