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A recent Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) investigated
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Fatal Opioid Overdoses Involving Xylazine Among Vermont

Residents
In 2019 and 2020, xylazine was involved in fewer than seven fatal overdoses involving opioids
annually (6 in 2019 and 5 in 2020). In the first seven months of 2021, xylazine-involved opioid
overdoses already accounted for more than twice the total opioid overdose deaths involving
xylazine for 2019 and three times as many in 2020. To date, xylazine involvement in fatal drug
overdoses has only been identified in overdoses which also involve opioids. In 2021, all overdose
deaths which involved xylazine (15) also involved fentanyl. A few (3) involved heroin,
methamphetamines (3) and about half involved cocaine (8). This suggests that xylazine is
becoming more common in Vermont’s drug supply. The Drug Enforcement Administration reports
that xylazine is becoming an increasingly common adulterant in drug mixtures. It has been seized in
large quantities in California, Pennsylvania, and Connecticut. iii

The involvement of xylazine in fatal opioid overdoses has increased in 2021
through July compared to previous years.
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Xylazine in Fatal Opioid Overdoses

Why is this important?
It is difficult to monitor xylazine. It is not FDA approved for human use and is not controlled under
the federal Controlled Substances Act (CSA). Xylazine does not appear in the Vermont Prescription
Monitoring System.
Xylazine is used for sedation, anesthesia, muscle relaxation, and analgesia in horses, cattle, and
other non-human mammals. In humans xylazine can cause respiratory depression which can
exacerbate the respiratory depression caused by opioids and increase the risk of overdose death.iv
According to the MMWR, naloxone might not be as effective in fully reversing opioid overdoses
when xylazine is present with fentanyl and there is no specific pharmaceutical antidote specific to
xylazine.

Key Takeaways
Xylazine involvement in fatal opioid overdoses is increasing in
Vermont. Xylazine and opioids target the respiratory system, which
can amplify the symptoms of an opioid overdose such as slowed
breathing.

Xylazine involvement is
increasing in fatal
opioid overdoses.

Narcan only works on opioids, meaning it will not address the
impact Xylazine may have on a person’s breathing. If it is
suspected that a person has used opioids, Narcan should still be used to address the impact
opioids may have on a person’s breathing. 9-1-1 should be called for any suspected overdose or if a
person is having a difficult time breathing.
As Xylazine is an emerging trend in its relation to opioid overdoses, additional clinical and harm
reduction information need to be studied.

Sources:
Fatal overdose data are from the Vermont Vital Statistics System and only include deaths that
occurred among Vermont residents. Data from 2020 and 2021 are preliminary and subject to
change.
For more information on the data: Amanda Jones, Amanda.Jones@vermont.gov
For questions about the Alcohol and Drug Abuse Programs: Cynthia Seivwright,
Cynthia.Seivwright@vermont.gov
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