
Pablo Navarro, February 17, in this, the third year of our pandemic.

Safe Drug Supply
Presentation to the Harm Reduction & Critical Drug Studies REG



Presentation Overview

• Background


• Evidence for effectiveness


• Contextualization


• Questions and discussion



Background
Terms and Definitions

• Safe Drug Supply:  
 
“a legal and regulated 
supply of drugs with mind/
body altering properties 
that traditionally have been 
accessible only through 
the illicit drug market”

https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/capud-safe-supply-concept-document.pdf

https://time.com/6108812/drug-deaths-safe-supply-opioids/

https://filtermag.org/vancouver-free-drugs-safe-supply/

https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/capud-safe-supply-concept-document.pdf
https://time.com/6108812/drug-deaths-safe-supply-opioids/


Background
Terms and Definitions

• Includes opioids such as heroin, 
stimulants such as cocaine and crystal 
methamphetamine, hallucinogens 
such as MDMA and LSD, and 
marijuana.


• Includes injectable drugs.


• Does not include substitution 
treatments, e.g., methadone or 
suboxone. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/responding-canada-opioid-crisis/safer-supply.html

https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/capud-safe-supply-concept-document.pdf

https://www.dulf.ca/

https://www.canada.ca/en/health-canada/services/opioids/responding-canada-opioid-crisis/safer-supply.html
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/capud-safe-supply-concept-document.pdf


Background
History and Antecedents

• Dr. John Marks, Liverpool, 1982-1995


• Familiar opioid epidemic conditions


• In midst of nascent, global harm reduction 
movement (HIV, IDU)


• Building on “maintenance prescribing” 
and develops into Heroin Assisted 
Treatment (Switzerland, Netherlands, 
Germany, Australia, Canada)

https://transformdrugs.org/drug-policy/uk-drug-policy/heroin-assisted-treatment

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2020.102730

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zy_86iVhmkQ

https://transformdrugs.org/drug-policy/uk-drug-policy/heroin-assisted-treatment
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2020.102730
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zy_86iVhmkQ


Background
History and Antecedents

• Dr. John Marks, Liverpool, 1982-1995


• Oral methadone attempted first


• Pragmatic approach (individual health, 
community health, social benefits)


• Claimed decreased rates of overdose, 
HIV transmission


• Political hot potato (local, professional, 
international)

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2020.102730



Background
Concerns and counter-arguments

• Physician creed “first do no harm”, side-
effects, e.g., endocarditis


• Local economic effects and health impacts


• Alternatives: iOAT (hydromorphone) 


• Motivated by desperation / alarm, not 
addressing underlying/core issues


• Lack of evidence?
https://healthydebate.ca/2019/08/topic/safe-supply/

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-as-a-doctor-
i-was-taught-first-do-no-harm-thats-why-i-have-a-problem/



Background
Need for Action

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/reports-publications/health-promotion-chronic-disease-prevention-canada-
research-policy-practice/vol-38-no-6-2018/evidence-synthesis-opioid-crisis-canada-national-perspective.html

https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants/

https://angusreid.org/opioid-crisis-covid/

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC6034966/

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/82-003-x2021002-eng.htm

https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/reports-publications/health-promotion-chronic-disease-prevention-canada-research-policy-practice/vol-38-no-6-2018/evidence-synthesis-opioid-crisis-canada-national-perspective.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/reports-publications/health-promotion-chronic-disease-prevention-canada-research-policy-practice/vol-38-no-6-2018/evidence-synthesis-opioid-crisis-canada-national-perspective.html
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/substance-related-harms/opioids-stimulants/
https://angusreid.org/opioid-crisis-covid/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC6034966/
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/82-003-x/82-003-x2021002-eng.htm


Evidence
“Effectiveness”

• Many kinds of effectiveness: 
individual (health status, behaviour), 
community (family, ACEs), health 
system (access to services, 
recruitment), societal (costs, crime), 
etc.


• Implementation effects very 
significant: dispensing models, 
approach to conflict, ethical 
framework

https://ontario.cmha.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/SaferSupplyInfographic-EN-FINAL.pdf



Evidence
Support for Rationale

• Significant number of PWUDs 
unwilling to give up high


• Substitution drugs (e.g., methadone) 
not successful with significant 
numbers of PWUDs


• Significant number of PWUDs not 
seeking treatment options 


• Relapse rates remain high

Kerr T. Public health responses to the opioid crisis in North America. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health. 2019;73(5):377–378.

Rai, N. Sereda, A. Hales, J. Kolla, G. Urgent call on clinicians: Prescribe alternatives to poisoned drug supply. 2019. https://healthydebate.ca/opinions/saf-er-supply-opioids.

Smith, C. Doctor suggests giving opioid users legal drugs. 2020. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/new-brunswick/street-drugs-addiction-fentanyl-opioids-safe-supply-1.5489092.



Evidence
North American Opiate Medication Initiative - NAOMI Study

• More effective retention


• Reduced use of illicit drugs, i.e., potential 
exposure to fentanyl


• “The diacetylmorphine group had greater 
improvements with respect to medical and 
psychiatric status, economic status, 
employment situation, and family and social 
relations.”

https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMoa0810635



Contextualization
Additional Considerations

• Safe drug supply and harm reduction 
in a criminalized drug use context 


• Framing as a poisoning epidemic


• Safe Drug Supply within scope of 
practice for physicians, pharmacists


• Potential for legal exemptions for 
designated groups (CDSA 56(1))


• Supervised use vs. “carries”
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/34/E986

https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/49/E1731

https://www.dulf.ca/_files/ugd/fe034c_c3fe03c2dec8461794401fe564d0db8d.pdf

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC7252037/pdf/main.pdf

https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/34/E986
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/49/E1731
https://www.dulf.ca/_files/ugd/fe034c_c3fe03c2dec8461794401fe564d0db8d.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/labs/pmc/articles/PMC7252037/pdf/main.pdf


Thank you for your time
pnavarro@mun.ca


