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J. Evin Jones, Executive Director 

Pacific AIDS Network 
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Dear Patrick McDougall and J. Evin Jones: 

 

Thank you for your email of April 8, 2021, regarding your support for decriminalization in 

British Columbia. Your letter was brought to my attention by Premier John Horgan, and I am 

pleased to respond on his behalf. I apologize for the delay. 

 

I appreciate you taking the time to share your concerns and thoughtful insights on the illicit drug 

toxicity crisis and decriminalization in BC. I am grateful for your advocacy and for all that PAN 

does to support vulnerable people across the province. 

 

Our ministry and our government are committed to creating a system of care that works for 

everyone, no matter who they are, where they are, or how much money they make. The goal is 

to fundamentally alter the way mental health and substance use care are approached in British 

Columbia. Priority actions include improving the substance use system of care, increasing 

access to evidence-based addiction care, escalating the overdose emergency response, and 

developing a Provincial Peer Network.  

 

We also recognize there are other significant systemic barriers that can prevent people from 

accessing the care they need and deserve. Stigma has been identified as a substantial barrier for 

people when accessing care for anxiety, depression, substance use, and addiction. Addressing 

these barriers is a key part of A Pathway to Hope, and it is a driver of decriminalization.  

 

As you mentioned, the November 26, 2020, mandate letters for the ministers of Public Safety 

and Solicitor General, Attorney General and Minister Responsible for Housing, and the Minister 

of Mental Health and Addictions direct us to work together to fast track the move toward 

decriminalization. 
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https://news.gov.bc.ca/files/BCMentalHealthRoadmap_2019.pdf
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In support of this mandate commitment, on February 3, 2021, I sent a letter to the federal Health 

Minister asking to explore a Section 56 exemption to the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act 

for BC to decriminalize the possession of small amounts of controlled substances for personal 

use, as a way to reduce stigma as a barrier to treatment. 

 

I announced April 14, 2021 that BC will request a federal exemption from Health Canada to 

decriminalize personal possession of drugs in the province. Our public servants have been in 

active discussions with Health Canada employees regarding the details of a provincial 

exemption for some time. A Provincial exemption will consider the needs of all our 

communities – urban, rural and remote – and we are doing the groundwork now to ensure that 

our application is successful. I’m grateful that several of PAN’s members serve on our 

Decriminalization Planning Table and can feed the policy recommendations in your letter into 

our process.  

 

In September 2020, the Minister of Public Safety and Solicitor General sent a letter to municipal 

police forces and the RCMP “E” Division directing any policing units who have not already done 

so to consider pursuing a public health and harm reduction approach. This guidance was in line 

with the April 2019 recommendations of the BC Provincial Health Officer in the report Stopping 

the Harm: Decriminalization of People Who Use Drugs in BC and emphasized support for 

community efforts to reduce stigma and enhance pathways for those facing substance use 

challenges into substance use systems of care.  

 

To address concerns around policing, we will revise BC’s Police Act, which is 45 years out of 

date with respect to systemic racism, mental health, and addiction/harm reduction. 

 

On December 9, 2020, the Legislative Assembly appointed the Special Committee on 

Reforming the Police Act to examine, inquire into, and make recommendations to the 

Legislative Assembly on: reforms related to the modernization and sustainability of policing 

under the Police Act; the role of police with respect to complex social issues including mental 

health and wellness, addictions and harm reduction; the scope of systemic racism within BC's 

police agencies; and whether there are measures necessary to ensure a modernized Police Act is 

consistent with the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007).  

 

This will help us reflect, as lawmakers, the fact that modern policing structures are needed to 

ensure clarity around the roles, responsibilities, and expectations of frontline officers, and the 

imperative that our policing and public safety model must reflect the current and future needs of 

our communities. The Terms of Reference for the Special Committee can be found here: 

www.leg.bc.ca/parliamentary-business/committees/42ndparliament-1stsession-

rpa/termsofreference  
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- 3 - 

 

Thank you again for taking the time to share your thoughts. I welcome and encourage feedback, 

insight, and thoughtful reflection from all British Columbians as mental health and substance 

use affects us in such traumatic and tragic ways. We know there is a lot of work still to be done, 

so we are working hard to keep building an accessible and robust system of care for mental 

health and addictions in BC. 

 

With thanks for your encouragement to do more, and for your compassion in a very tough time, 

 
Sheila Malcolmson 

Minister 

 

pc: Honourable John Horgan, Premier 

Honourable Adrian Dix, Minister of Health 


