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Introduction 

 

Substance misuse, particularly the diversion and abuse of prescription drugs and 

substances such as illicit fentanyl, heroin, and methamphetamine, remains one of the most 

critical public health and safety issues facing Kentucky. For years, the annual number of 

Kentuckians who died from drug overdoses steadily climbed, exacting a disastrous toll on 

families, communities, social services and economic growth. 

More than 1,964 Kentuckians died from drug overdoses in 2020.  That’s a 49% increase 

from the 1,316 overdose deaths for 2019. 

Nationally, more than 93,000 people died from drug overdoses in 2020, which represents 

the highest number of overdose deaths ever recorded in a 12-month period.   

The Office of Drug Control Policy believes the global pandemic caused by Covid-19 was a 

major contributing factor in the rise in overdose deaths across the United States and in 

Kentucky. The interruption of routine for those in recovery, the sense of isolation, 

economic concerns and anxiety all contributed to the dramatic increase recorded.  

The increase was also due to a significant rise in illicit fentanyl and its analogs within the 

drug supply. An opioid was involved in 90% of all deaths, and fentanyl was detected in 

more than 70% of all cases in Kentucky and nationwide. The overdose increase was also 

exacerbated by the widespread availability of potent inexpensive methamphetamine. 

In 2017, the Justice and Public Safety Cabinet, in partnership with Operation UNITE, 

established a substance abuse call center to connect people across the state with drug 

treatment services. The KY-HELP Call Center provides referrals to both public and private 

treatment providers in real-time. 

Kentuckians struggling with a substance use disorder, either themselves or within their 

families, can call 1-833-8KY-HELP (1-833-859-4357) toll-free to speak with a live specialist 

about treatment options and available resources. The specialist will conduct a brief 

screening assessment in order to connect callers with the most relevant treatment services 

as quickly as possible. Options include everything from medication-assisted treatment to 

faith-based care, and the specialist will help callers work through all the variables, such 

as location and cost. 

The Office of Drug Control Policy and the Kentucky Injury Prevention and Research Center 

(KIPRC) also collaborated with the Cabinet for Health and Family Services and the Justice 

and Public Safety Cabinet to create www.findhelpnowky.org. The website provides a vital 

link for Kentucky health care providers, court officials, families and individuals seeking 

options for substance abuse treatment and recovery. It offers real-time information about 

available space in treatment programs and guides users to the right type of treatment 

based upon their needs. The site is funded by the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC). 

http://www.findhelpnowky.org/
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* * * 

 

House Bill 1 mandates that the Kentucky Office of Drug Control Policy, in 

cooperation with the Kentucky Office of the Medical Examiner, prepare and 

publish an annual public report for the Secretary of the Justice and Public Safety 

Cabinet and include: 

 

(1) The number of drug-related deaths; 

 

(2) The decedent's age, race and gender, but not his or her name or 

address; 

 

(3) The counties in which those deaths occurred; 

 

(4) The scientific, trade or generic names of the drugs involved; and 

 

(5) The method by which the drugs were obtained, when available. 

 

This report was compiled utilizing data from the Kentucky Office of the Medical 

Examiner, KIPRC and the Kentucky Office of Vital Statistics (OVS). 

KIPRC, with support from the CDC, launched the Drug Overdose Technical 

Assistance Core (DOTAC) to support local health departments, community 

coalitions, and state and local agencies in their efforts to address substance 

misuse, abuse and overdose. DOTAC’s goal is to support and enhance local 

agencies’ and community organizations' access to timely local data and 

analytical results on controlled substance prescribing, drug-related morbidity 

and mortality trends. 

More information on the available data, analytical and community services is 

available at http://www.mc.uky.edu/kiprc/dotac/index.html 

Note: The Kentucky Office of Drug Control Policy has changed its reporting 

methodology this year to focus on Kentucky residents who died from overdoses. 

This will make comparisons with CDC data more useful. 

  

http://www.mc.uky.edu/kiprc/dotac/index.html
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Key Findings from 2020 include
1:  

Overdose deaths of Kentucky residents, regardless of where the death occurred, 

totaled 1,964 (at the time of this report), compared to 1,316 in 2019, representing 

an approximate 49% increase. A review of the resident cases autopsied by the 

Kentucky Office of the Medical Examiner and toxicology reports submitted by 

Kentucky Coroners indicates that in 2020: 

 Residents in the age group of 35-44 were the largest demographic in overdose 

deaths, followed closely by the age group of 25-34 and then age group 45-54..  

 Autopsies performed by the Kentucky Office of the Medical Examiner and 

toxicology reports submitted by Kentucky coroners show that approximately 191 

resident overdose deaths involved the use of heroin in 2020, an increase from 166 

in 2019. 

 Fentanyl was involved in 1,393 cases, approximately 71% of all overdose deaths 

for the year. Acetylfentanyl was involved in 502 cases. 

 Jefferson County had the most resident overdose deaths of any county with 512 

reported, an increase from 319 in 2019. 

 The largest increase in resident overdose fatalities occurred in Jefferson County, 

where deaths increased by 193.  Other counties with increases include Fayette by 

51, Clark by 20, Campbell by 18 and Boone by 16. 

 Morphine was detected in 504 resident cases, an increase from 397 in 2019, and 

heroin was detected in 191 cases, an increase from 166 in 2019. 

 Alprazolam was detected in approximately 237 cases, an increase from 165 in 

2019. 

 Gabapentin was detected in 390 cases, an increase from 292 cases in 2019. 

 Methamphetamine was detected in 801 cases, an increase from 517 in 2019. 

 Oxycodone was detected in 198 cases, an increase from 170 cases in 2019 

  

                                                           
1

This report was compiled by the most current data supplied by KIPRC and will change as additional 

toxicology reports are submitted. The stated statistics are presented from toxicology of overdose 

deaths of Kentucky resident 
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Data compiled by the Kentucky Office of Vital Statistics 

 

Most resident, overdose deaths by county: (age adjusted, per capita) 

 

1) Knott 121.69 

2) Clark 104.3 

3) Bourbon 98.43 

4) Henry 87.97 

5) Carter 82.34 

 

 

     Most resident, fentanyl-related deaths by county: 

 

1) Jefferson 417 

2) Fayette 128 

3) Madison 50 

4) Boone 38 

5) Carter 14 

 

Most resident, methamphetamine- related overdose deaths by county: 

 

1) Jefferson 166 

2) Fayette 28 

3) Kenton 15 

4) Pulaski 12 

5) Bullitt 12 
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Kentucky County Resident Age Adjusted Drug 

Overdose Mortality Rate 
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Kentucky County Resident Drug Overdose Deaths 

by Age 
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Kentucky County Resident Drug Overdose Deaths 

by Race 
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Frequency of Substances Found in Resident Drug 

Overdose Decedent Toxicology Testing, 2020 
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