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OPIOID DEATHS IN WESTERN AUSTRALIA, 1996

Statistical Bulletin Number 4, July 1997

WA DRUG ABUSE STRATEGY OFFICE

Introduction

This Bulletin contains detailed data about deaths
in this State in 1996 which were primarily due to
heroin and other opioid drugs. The information pre-
sented follows Statistical Bulletin No. 2 which dealt
with mortality caused by opioids in WA in 1995 (pub-
lished August 1996).

The 1996 data continues to document premature
deaths by overdose of young adults that has followed
an apparent increase in availability of heroin since
the early 1990s.

Over the past decade there has been a marked in-
crease in global opium production leading to greater
availability of heroin in Australia as well as other
countries. In 1995 world opium yields were estimated
to have increased by 16% from the previous year.1

The consequences of the increased availability of
heroin have been noted in a number of official re-
ports and by President Clinton in a report to the
United States congress in 1995. 2

The analysis required identification and exami-
nation of those Coronial records where the cause of
death was confirmed by formal coronial inquiry as
being directly caused by an opioid or a combination
of opioids and other drugs. For the remaining records
where the coronial investigation has not been final-
ised relevant cases were identified from Chemistry
Centre data where opioid drugs had been detected
by toxicological analysis.

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre
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Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre
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Table 1: Quarterly deaths caused by
heroin and other opioids, 1995-1996

Figure 2: Quarterly deaths caused by
heroin and other opioids, 1995-1996

Figure 1: Annual deaths caused by
opioids, 1984-1996
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The cause of death of this latter group of cases
was classified as being a probable opioid related death
in conjunction with the advice of the Chief Forensic
Scientist.

All confirmed and probable opioid deaths were
examined in detail and were classified as primarily
being due to illicit or licit opioid abuse. Illicit opioid
deaths were those cases where heroin or one its
metabolites, usually monacetylmorphine was de-
tected, where there was evidence of self administra-
tion of heroin or other opioids (eg samples from in-
jection sites or injection paraphernalia present at the
scene) and from other information, such as a history
of treatment for heroin abuse.

The remaining cases were classified as licit opioid
deaths if the individual had been under medical care
for health problems, for example, having been pre-
scribed an opioid for pain relief arising from a medi-
cal condition.

Number of deaths

There was a total of 65 deaths directly caused by
opioids in this State in 1996, of which 47 (72.3%)
were confirmed by coronial investigation, with the
remaining 18 cases considered to have been prob-
ably caused by opioids (Table 2, page 2). As the re-
maining 18 cases are yet to be confirmed by the Coro-
ner it is to be emphasised that the total of 65 deaths
for 1996 should be regarded as provisional.

This was a drop of nearly 20% from the total of
81 opioid deaths that occurred in 1995. This reduc-
tion should be noted with caution but may indicate
that there has been a recent reversal in the upward
trend in the annual number of deaths that has oc-
curred since 1991 (Figure 1, page 1). This proposi-
tion is supported by a quarterly analysis of the number
of heroin and other opioid deaths for 1995 and 1996.

The number of opioid deaths peaked in the third
quarter of 1995 with 24 deaths, followed by an over-
all drop of 46% by the last quarter of 1996, when
there was a total of 13 opioid deaths (Table 1, page
1; Figure 2, page 1). It can be observed that the
number of heroin deaths peaked in the last two quar-
ters of 1995, when 19 heroin deaths occurred, and
that subsequently throughout 1996 the number of
deaths has remained relatively static, with between
9 and 10 heroin deaths per quarter.

Our analysis suggests that in 1996 there were 38
likely heroin related deaths in this State. This is a
drop of 40% on the total of 63 heroin deaths that
occurred in 1995. In 1996 and 1995 there were 5 and
3 morphine deaths respectively.  3

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre

elaM elameF latoT

ticillI

demrifnoC 92 8 73

elbaborP 31 3 61
ticillilatotbuS 24 11 35

ticiL
demrifnoC 4 6 01

elbaborP 1 1 2
ticillatotbuS 5 7 21

latoT 74 81 56

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre

1rtQ 2rtQ 3rtQ 4rtQ latoT

gnidniflainorocybdemrifnoC
ticillI

nioreH 01 8 8 1 72
enihproM - 1 1 1 3

sdioiporehtO 1 2 - - 3
noitanibmocsdioipO 2 - 2 - 4

ticiL
sdioiporehtO - 4 - 1 5

noitanibmocsdioipO 2 2 1 - 5
demrifnoclatoT 51 71 21 3 74

renorocybdemrifnoceboT
ticillI

nioreH - 1 2 8 11
enihproM - - 1 1 2

sdioiporehtO - 1 1 - 2
noitanibmocsdioipO - - - 1 1

ticiL
sdioiporehtO - - 1 - 1

noitanibmocsdioipO - - 1 - 1
elbaborplatoT - 2 6 01 81

elbaborp&demrifnoC
nioreH 01 9 01 9 83

enihproM - 1 2 2 5
sdioiporehtO 1 7 2 1 11

noitanibmocsdioipO 4 2 4 1 11
elbaborp&demrifnoclatoT 51 91 81 31 56

Table 2: Quarterly deaths in WA caused
by heroin & other opioids, 1996

Table 3: Deaths in WA caused by heroin
& other opioids by gender, 1996
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seruziesfo.oN selpmasllA

% yraunaJ yraurbeF hcraM lirpA yaM enuJ yluJ n %

01-0 1 1 2 6.3

02-11 1 2 1 1 5 1.9

03-12 1 2 1 1 5 1.9

04-13 1 1 1 2 1 2 8 5.41

05-14 3 2 2 1 1 9 4.61

06-15 2 2 1 2 2 2 11 0.02

+06 5 3 2 4 1 51 3.72

latoT 01 6 5 31 8 8 5 55 0.001

Source: WA Police; Chemistry Centre

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre

02< 42-02 92-52 43-03 93-53 44-04 94-54 45-05 95-55 46-06 96-56 +07 latoT

ticillI

demrifnoC 1 7 6 8 8 6 - - - 1 - - 73

elbaborP - 1 6 4 2 3 - - - - - - 61
ticillilatotbuS 1 8 21 21 01 9 - - - 1 - - 35

ticiL
demrifnoC - - - 2 3 1 2 2 - - - - 01

elbaborP - - 1 - - - - - - - - 1 2
ticillatotbuS - - 1 2 3 1 2 2 - - - 1 21

latoT 1 8 31 41 31 01 2 2 - 1 - 1 56

Gender

Nearly three out of every four of all opioid deaths
in 1996 involved males (Table 3, page 2). It was found
that illicit opioids rather than licit opioids were a more
significant cause of death for males, with 42 (89%)
of the 47 male deaths primarily due to illicit opioid
use, compared to females where 11 (61%) out of the
18 female deaths involved illicit opioid use.

Age group

It can be seen that the majority of the opioid deaths
in 1996 involved persons between the ages of 25 and
39 years, with a total of 40 (62%) of all deaths oc-
curring in the 25-39 age group (Table 5, page 3). Our
analysis clearly indicates that opioid related mortal-
ity is not a common cause of death in younger adults,
as there were only 8 deaths recorded for 20-24 age
group and a single death involving a person less than
20 years of age.

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre
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Table 5: Deaths caused by heroin & other opioids by age group, 1996

Table 4: Purity of heroin seized by WA Police, January-July 1996

Figure 3: Deaths caused by heroin &
other opioids by age group, 1996
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ticillI ticiL latoT

yadnuS 3 2 5

yadnoM 7 2 9
yadseuT 7 2 9

yadsendeW 7 2 9
yadsruhT 11 3 41

yadirF 01 - 01
yadrutaS 8 1 9

latoT 35 21 56

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre

It can be seen that illicit opioid mortality in this
State largely involves people from their late 20s to
their early 40s, whereas licit opioids involve an older
age group of persons typically from their early 30s
to their early 50s (Figure 3, page 3).

Day of week

There was evidence that day of week is a factor
in relation to deaths due to illicit opioids (Table 6,
page 4). Licit opioid deaths were evenly distributed
over the week, whereas illicit opioid deaths typically
occurred at the end of the week. A total of 29 (55%)
of the 53 illicit deaths occurred on Thursdays, Fri-
days and Saturdays (Figure 4, page 4).

It is important that this result is investigated to
identify other factors which are associated with il-
licit opioid abuse. For instance, it may be possible
that the pattern of mortality occurring towards the
end of the week may reflect recreational patterns of
drug use with heavy use of alcohol by non heroin
dependent individuals.

Heroin purity

It was considered that a key factor for the increase
in opioid related deaths up to the end of 1995 dis-
cussed in Statistical Bulletin Number 2 (published
in August 1996) had been an increase in the purity of
heroin available to both dependent and recreational
users. This suggestion has now been confirmed by
recently available data.

The results of the analysis of 55 samples of heroin
seized by the Western Australian Police over the pe-
riod January-July 1996 show that heroin abusers in
this State face considerable risks because of the high
levels of purity of heroin (Table 4, page 3).

For instance, only 7 (12.7%) samples had a pu-
rity of 20% or less, and nearly half of all samples
had a purity of greater than 50%. If heroin abusers in
this State typically used heroin with these purity lev-
els, there would only be about a one in eight chance
that the heroin had a purity of 20% or less, and about
a one in 25 chance of the heroin having a purity of
10% or less.

References
1 Australian Bureau of Criminal Intelligence. Australian il-
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 3 There is a likelihood that morphine deaths are attributable
to heroin as diacetylmorphine is metabolised to
monacetylmorphine and finally to morphine.  But it is also pos-
sible that these deaths result from access to morphine originally
of pharmaceutical origin.

Source: Coroner’s Court; Chemistry Centre
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Figure 4: Deaths caused by heroin &
other opioids by day of week, 1996

Table 6: Deaths caused by heroin &
other opioids by day of week, 1996

This issue was edited by Greg Swensen and produced by Susan
Jones at the WA Drug Abuse Strategy Office. The Editor may be
contacted by email on gswensen@highway1.com.au.

The WA Drug Abuse Strategy Office is located at 7th Floor, 469
Wellington Street, Perth, Western Australia, 6000. Tel: 08
 9264 8244, Fax: 08 9322 6546.

The text of this Bulletin and other publications are available as
downloadable PDF documents from our web page at http://
www.wa.gov.au/cdco/.


