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Drug-related deaths have reportedly skyrocketed over the past few years across the United 
States. Much of this increase is thought to be due to the opioid class of drugs and some have used the 
term “opioid crisis” or “opioid epidemic” to refer to this current US situation.  This special report by the 
Mesa County Coroner’s Office and The Pathology Group, P.C. details the drug-related deaths over the 
past nine years (2010 through 2018) in Mesa County, Colorado.  

Mesa County’s total number of drug-related deaths is depicted in the graph below. There have 
been some increases and decreases over this time period. There was a low of 19 drug-related deaths in 
2014. However, 2017 saw the highest number of drug-related deaths during these past 9 years with a 
total of 44 deaths. In 2018 there was a drastic decrease in the total drug-related deaths compared to 
2017 with 21 deaths in 2018. 

  

 

 Drug-related deaths in Mesa County are due to a variety of drugs including opioids, 
methamphetamine, cocaine, benzodiazepines, tricyclic antidepressants, antipsychotics and other 
prescription-type drugs. The deaths in this report also include those related to acute alcohol intoxication 
but it does not include deaths due to complications of chronic alcoholism such as from cirrhosis, 
electrolyte abnormalities, alcohol withdrawal or gastrointestinal hemorrhage. Alcohol as the sole drug 
resulting in death was seen in 0 to 4 deaths per year in the past 9 years. 

 The drug-related deaths included in this report are those deaths in which drugs solely resulted 
in the death or contributed to the death. It does not include the deaths in which a drug is identified but 
did not contribute to the death in any way. 

 The male to female ratio of drug-related deaths have been approximately 1.2 to 1 and that ratio 
has not significantly changed over the years. Each year, 80-90% of the drug-related deaths are in non-
Hispanic whites. Colorado has five choices for the manner of death which are natural, accident, suicide, 
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homicide and undetermined. There have been no cases determined to be a homicide in the drug-related 
deaths over the past 9 years. The largest numbers of cases were determined to be accidental drug 
intoxications which comprised approximately 60-80% of the deaths and suicides comprised the majority 
of the remaining deaths. The average age of deaths during the past 9 years has remained similar over 
the years with an average age of 43 years old. 

 Opioids are the most common drug class in the Mesa County drug-related deaths. Opioids can 
be separated into three types. Natural opioids are derived from a natural source (opium poppy plant) 
and include the drugs morphine and codeine. Semisynthetic opioids are made by processing the natural 
product with synthetic materials and include the drugs oxycodone, hydrocodone, oxymorphone, 
hydromorphone and buprenorphine. Synthetic opioids are completely manufactured and include such 
drugs as fentanyl, fentanyl analogs, methadone and tramadol. Heroin is an opioid and most consider it 
in the semisynthetic class since heroin is a mixture of morphine and other substances. As with the total 
number of drug-related deaths, the opioid-related deaths had some increases and decreases through 
the years but 2017 experienced the highest number of opioid-related deaths with 32 deaths related to 
this drug class. There was a marked decrease in opioid-related deaths in the year 2018 compared to 
2017 with only 13 opioid-related deaths in 2018. It is important to note that many drug-related deaths 
are considered “mixed drug intoxications” and are the result of not only one drug but a combination of 
drugs including a combination of multiple opioid-type drugs. 

 

 Not only did the total number of opioid related deaths decrease in 2018 compared to 2017 but 
it is worthy to note there were no deaths related to natural opioids in 2018. Natural opioids are those 
opioids that are usually prescribed by physicians.  

There are typically 0-3 deaths due to heroin intoxication in Mesa County each year. However, in 
2017 there were 5 heroin-related deaths. The year 2018 saw 3 deaths from heroin intoxication.  
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Fentanyl and methadone are seen in 1-7 deaths and 0-5 deaths each year, respectively. In 2018, there 
was one death due to a fentanyl analog (acetylfentanyl), and this death is included in the fentanyl 
category of deaths in the table below. This acetylfentanyl-related death is the first death where a 
fentanyl analog was identified as contributing to death in Mesa County. Although there was a decrease 
in the total number of drug-related deaths and total number of opioid-related deaths in the year 2018, 
this year displayed the highest number of Fentanyl-related deaths with a total of 7 deaths associated 
with this specific drug.  

 

Although opioids are the most common drug class identified in drug-related deaths in Mesa 
County, methamphetamine is also common. There have been from 1-9 methamphetamine-related 
deaths from 2010-2016. However, there were 13 methamphetamine-related deaths in 2017. The year 
2018 saw 7 methamphetamine-related deaths. 
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Cocaine has been a relatively uncommon drug identified in deaths in Mesa County. In most 
years, there are 0 or 1 death related to cocaine intoxication but there were 4 deaths in 2012 and in 2017 
there were 3 deaths related to cocaine intoxication. The year 2018 saw one cocaine-related death. 

 Benzodiazepines are a commonly used prescription drug. Some common benzodiazepines 
include diazepam, alprazolam and clonazepam. Benzodiazepines have contributed to the death in 1-4 
people each year in Mesa County and that number has not changed significantly over the years.  

 Marijuana has not been shown to directly cause death but it is a relatively common drug that is 
intermixed with the other drugs seen in the drug-related deaths in Mesa County. On average, 25% of the 
drug-related deaths over these past 8 years have marijuana intermixed with the other drugs that 
resulted in the death. 

 There has been some published data on the total drug-related deaths and opioid-related deaths 
in the United States and there is some state by state data. This data can be somewhat difficult to 
interpret due to a number of factors. It is unknown if some of this published data includes acute alcohol 
intoxication-related deaths. Also, the studies have primarily used death certificate data, which can be 
inaccurate and difficult to interpret. Direct analysis of medical examiner/coroner data would be the 
most accurate data analysis, as was done in this report.  In addition, as mentioned previously, because 
many deaths are due to a mixture of drugs, it may be difficult to analyze these types of deaths.  

   

 As can be seen by the chart above, Mesa County’s death rate for total drug-related deaths and 
opioid-related deaths is slightly higher than the reported US death rate and the reported Colorado death 
rate. However, the drug-related death rate in Mesa County doesn’t come close to states with a large 
number of drug-related deaths such as West Virginia, which had the highest reported drug-related 
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death rate in 2015 with total drug-related and opioid-related death rates of 41.5 and 36.0, respectively. 
Another commonly cited state that has a high drug-related death rate is Ohio which in 2015 had total 
drug-related and opioid-related death rates of 29.9 and 24.7, respectively. The lowest death rate 
reported in 2015 was in the state of Nebraska which had a total drug-related death rate of 6.9 and an 
opioid-related death rate of 3.1. 

 In conclusion, there was an increase in total drug-related deaths and opioid-related deaths in 
Mesa County in 2017. This was similar to what has been reported in several other regions in the US. 
However, in 2018 there was a dramatic decrease in total drug-related deaths and opioid-related deaths 
in Mesa County compared to 2017.  However, 2018 did show the highest number of Fentanyl-related 
deaths (7). 
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