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Overdose Prevention Campaign 
 
Good Samaritan Executive Summary 
  

 

 

Drug Overdose is a Major Public Health Problem 

Nationally, drug overdose fatalities more than doubled between 1999 and 2005. In New Jersey, 
overdose is now the leading cause of accidental death. Almost 6,000 people have died from 
drug overdoses in New Jersey since 2004.  More than 700 people died from drug overdoses in 
New Jersey in 2009 alone.  
 
Drug Overdose Deaths are Preventable  

The majority of overdose victims do not actually die until one to three hours after they have 
taken a drug, and most of these deaths occur in the presence of others.  This leaves a 
significant amount of time for witnesses to intervene and call for medical help.  Unfortunately, 
fear of arrest and prosecution, as well as the stigma attached to drug use, prevent many from 
calling 911 and summoning emergency medical assistance.  If these barriers were removed, 
countless lives could be saved. 
 
States Have Responded by Passing Good Samaritan Laws   

Twelve states, Connecticut, New Mexico, New York, Washington, Illinois, Colorado, California, 
Massachusetts, North Carolina, Rhode Island, Delaware and Florida, as well as the District of 
Columbia, have enacted Good Samaritan laws which provide limited protection from arrest and 
prosecution for drug charges for people who call 911 in an overdose situation.  In 2009, New 
Jersey recognized the importance of Good Samaritan policies when the legislature unanimously 
passed a similar law regarding underage drinking emergencies.  New Jersey should build on 
this success by passing Senate Bill 851/ Assembly Bill 578, a similar law for overdoses.  
 
National and state-based organizations support Good Samaritan laws to prevent overdose 
deaths and increase access to emergency medical assistance.  In 2008, the U.S. Conference of 
Mayors passed a resolution calling for a comprehensive approach to overdose prevention, 
including the passage of Good Samaritan laws.   
 
Calling 911 Should Never be a Crime  

Because saving lives is more important than punishing behavior, and calling 911 should never 
be a crime, New Jersey should enact a Good Samaritan Law to encourage people to call 911 in 
the event of a drug overdose.   
 
Conclusion   

Hundreds of New Jersey residents die each year from drug overdoses.  These deaths are 
preventable.  New Jersey must implement a comprehensive, public health strategy to prevent 
overdose deaths, starting with the the enactment of Senate Bill 851/Assembly Bill 578, a Good 
Samaritan law to protect those who summon medical assistance for an overdose.   


