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Availability may also help explain why the state has a high rate of opioid-related visits to hospital emergency

departments.
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Mass. had
highest rate of
opioid-related
ER visits

Massachusetts had the highest rate of opioid-related visits to hospital emergency departments among

30 states included in the latest federal report, another grim benchmark of the drug scourge gripping

the region.

More than 450 visits to emergency departments for opioid-related reasons were made for every

100,000 residents in the state in 2014, the latest year data were available, according to the report by a

division of the US Department of Health and Human Services.

Matthew Kitsos, spokesman for the state’s Health Policy

Commission, said last week a preliminary analysis has

found that opioid-related emergency department visits, as

well as opioid-related inpatient stays, in Massachusetts

increased in 2015. The commission hopes to release its

analysis this summer, he said.

The federal report lists Maryland as a distant second to

Massachusetts, and other New England states were not far

behind: Rhode Island had the third-highest rate (about 298 visits); Connecticut the fifth-highest

(about 255 visits); and Vermont was sixth (about 224 visits.) New Hampshire and Maine were among

the 20 states for which data were not available.

Get Fast Forward in your inbox:
Forget yesterday's news. Get what you need today in this
early-morning email.

“The number of deaths [from opioids in Massachusetts] would have been much higher without the

push to get people to get help,” said Traci Green, deputy director of the Injury Prevention Center at

Boston Medical Center. She cited efforts to get people to call 911 in the event of an overdose and to

inform the public about the availability of naloxone, which can reverse the effects of an overdose.
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Nearly 2,000 died from
overdoses in Mass. last
year
The main culprit appeared to be the drug

fentanyl, which was present in an increasing

number of deaths, even as heroin-related

deaths declined.

 Mass. hospital visits for opioid

abuse soar

Green said the surge in hospital visits, like the sharp rise in deaths, has been caused primarily by

growing use of fentanyl, a powerful and deadly synthetic opioid.

“If anything, these data are just the tip of the fentanyl effects,” Green said. “Fentanyl is what is

driving everything right now.”

The high rates of hospital visits in Massachusetts are a

clear reflection of how bad the opioid problem is here, but

they also indicate that efforts to encourage people to seek

help have resonated, experts said. Those steps include

adding hundreds of treatment beds, restricting opioid

prescriptions, and mounting a campaign against stigma.
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Opioid overdoses, however, claimed the lives of nearly

2,000 people last year in Massachusetts — up significantly

from 2015, which was up from 2014 — even as public and

private campaigns have sought to curb the addiction crisis.

Joanne Peterson, founder and executive director of Taunton-based Learn to Cope, a nonprofit

support network for families, said the high rates of hospitalization in the state aren’t just because of

nonfatal overdose cases.

“Many people are told to go to the emergency room when they can’t find treatment somewhere else,”

she said.

Efforts to bolster treatment and recovery services have been made. “We’ve added more beds, so

treatment availability has improved,” Peterson said. “But at the same time, the crisis has grown.”

“Hospitals are still overwhelmed with people waiting for help,” she added. “We still have a lot of work

to do. The good news is there’s more and more people in different sectors working on this.”

Specialists also said that opioid users sometimes wind up visiting hospitals because they develop

infections from injecting themselves. Such visits are particularly common among fentanyl users

because the drug’s short-lived effects cause users to inject themselves more frequently.

State officials also noted that near-universal health insurance coverage and the availability of

hospitals around the state may also help explain why Massachusetts has such a high rate of visits.

Kitsos said that use of emergency departments by all types of patients has generally been higher in

Massachusetts compared with the national average.
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The federal report was published as part of the Healthcare Cost and Utilization Project, which is

sponsored by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality within the Department of Health and

Human Services. Some states did not report data because of differences in how they collect and

release the information.

The report showed that opioid-related visits to emergency departments in Massachusetts were about

71 percent higher in 2014 than they were in 2009.

By comparison, the national rate was about 65.5 percent higher in 2014 than 2009.

The report also looked at opioid-related inpatient stays. Massachusetts had the second-highest such

rate as of 2014, at about 394 stays per 100,000 residents, trailing only Maryland, which had a rate of

about 404. The national rate was about 225 hospitals stays per 100,000 people.

In Massachusetts, opioid-related emergency department visit rates were particularly high for males,

people between 25 and 44 years old, those who live in low-income ZIP codes, and residents of large

urban areas, the data show.

Those demographic trends were generally the same for inpatient stays in Massachusetts, with one

particular exception: Rates of in-patient stays were high for people from small metropolitan and rural

areas.

A study released last year by the state’s Health Policy Commission that focused on opioid-related

hospital visits in Massachusetts found that the Berkshires, Southeastern Mass-achusetts, and the

Lawrence-Lowell area had the highest concentrations of residents who visited hospitals with opioid-

related problems.

It identified seven “hot spots,” communities with the greatest rate of inpatient admissions for opioid

use: Boston, Holyoke, the Leeds village of Northampton, Lynn, Pittsfield, Springfield, and Worcester.

Opioid-related emergency department visit rates
Figures are for 2014 and are rates per 100,000 residents.
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Matt Rocheleau can be reached at matthew.rocheleau@globe.com. Follow him on Twitter @mrochele.
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SOURCE: Healthcare Cost and Utilization Project, Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services
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Mother of Conrad Roy III seeks $4.2m in wrongful death suit against Michelle
Carter

State agrees with Trump administration to delay long-awaited water pollution
rules

Teamster in Top Chef trial could get jail time for posting on Facebook during
trial

Thousands of cyclists are pedaling during the 38th Pan-Mass Challenge

He thought he was dying, but highway chief paved his own road to salvation

Lawbreakers or just really lucky? Mass. has more repeat lottery winners than
any other state

Police disperse hundreds of youths in the North End

MORE...

Lynn Roy says she is seeking damages “caused by the defendant’s negligence and wanton and

reckless conduct.”

MORE...

A landmark plan to curb pollution in lakes, rivers, and streams throughout Massachusetts has been

delayed for at least another year.

MORE...

Daniel Redmond, one of four Teamsters on trial, posted an article on the Facebook page, “Support

the Teamster 4,” violating a court order to not speak publicly about the case. 

MORE...

More than 5,300 cyclists took off Saturday morning in the 2017 Pan-Mass Challenge, raising money

for patient care and cancer research. 

MORE...

Tom Tinlin needed a lot of things to go his way when a blood vessel in his brain burst in April.

Fittingly, one of them was traffic.

MORE...

Some people redeem so many winning tickets that they raise questions about the integrity and

oversight of the $5 billion state lottery.

MORE...

State Police spokesman David Procopio said Boston police requested Massachusetts State Police assistance with

dispersing between 500 and 1,000 youths.
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John Sweeney averaged 65 miles a day, mostly along Route 20, a 3,365-mile ribbon of asphalt that

is the longest road in the United States.

MORE...A video of youths being punched and kicked is making the rounds on social media.
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Cambridge city councilor Leland Cheung, the first Asian-American on the council, announced this

week that he intends to leave politics.

MORE...You might want to just stay home this weekend.
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A judge sentenced Michelle Carter to two and a half years, with 15 months to serve and 15 months

probation, for goading her boyfriend to kill himself in a high-profile texting suicide case. However,

he allowed Carter to remain free while awaiting appeal.

MORE...

Tom Wopat was arraigned on a charge of groping a woman who was to share the stage with him in a

local production of “42nd Street.”
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