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Opinion

Bennett: There's no path to addiction recovery
for people who are dead
Poilievre’s insistence on pitting harm-reduction measures like safer supply against
recovery completely misses the point. We need both, in order to save lives
Carolyn Bennett,  Special to National Post
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Drugs are tested for fentanyl at the Insite clinic in Vancouver. PHOTO BY VANCOUVER COASTAL HEALTH

Last week, Conservative Leader Pierre Poilievre published an op-ed backtracking on some of the claims
he made in his video on drug policy, where he described in detail a fictional tale of progressive
government policies leading people to use taxpayer-sponsored drugs and commit violent drug-fuelled
crimes (Fixing Addiction Policy, Pierre Poilievre, Dec. 9).
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His video received justified criticism from progressives and conservatives alike, who lambasted his scare
tactics, use of homeless encampments as props and his views on harm reduction.

While his latest op-ed shows some walking back from his views on addiction and people who use drugs,
Poilievre’s insistence on pitting harm-reduction measures like safer supply against recovery completely
misses the point. We need both, in order to save lives.

I’ll never forget hearing Guy Felicella’s story of how he overcame a cycle of addiction and homelessness
to heal, enter recovery after 30 years of addiction and ultimately became an outspoken advocate of both
harm reduction and recovery.

Access to supervised consumption sites in Vancouver’s Downtown Eastside — which he used over 4,000
times — kept him from fatally overdosing. “If harm reduction didn’t exist,” he once said, “I wouldn’t
exist. My family wouldn’t exist. My children wouldn’t exist and the recovery that I have today wouldn’t
exist.”
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For people living with opioid use disorder, abruptly stopping the use of opioids without medical support
is neither effective nor safe. In order to truly help people, we have to provide them with the full
continuum of supports they need along their journey, including harm reduction, in addition to a range of
evidence-based treatment options. This is what “meeting people where they are” is all about.

Since 2016, more than 30,000 people have died of an overdose in Canada, with 2021 being the deadliest
year to date. But this isn’t proof of any kind of “failed government experiment,” it’s primarily the result
of Canada’s increasingly illegal toxic drug supply that’s tainted with fentanyl and its analogues, as well as
benzodiazepines. This contaminated supply is exacerbating the overdose crisis.

The response to that contamination is safer supply, which helps people who use drugs and are at risk of
overdosing access regulated substances from a prescribed source, rather than relying on contaminated
street drugs. This is not about “prolonging addiction,” but about keeping people alive so they can pursue
recovery.

One particularly notable safer supply program has been operating in Ontario at the London
InterCommunity Health Centre since 2016. In the four years that it’s been running, this incredible
project has had a 90 per cent retention rate and zero fatal overdoses among 118 participants. Similar
results have been seen in pilot projects across the country.

Data-driven evidence has also proven that harm-reduction measures help save lives by connecting
people to health and social services. These services are key to not only reducing immediate harms, but
also serve as pathways for people to find appropriate treatment.

Supervised consumption sites, for example, like the ones Felicella used to stay alive, provide a safe and
stigma-free environment for people who use substances. These sites have reversed more than 42,000
overdoses across the country since 2017, without a single death on site. Supervised consumption sites
have also supported individuals on their path to recovery by making more than 208,000 referrals to key
health and social services agencies.

Often when people using drugs are able to access harm-reduction services, they are able to build trusting
relationships with people who care for them and do not judge them. Such relationships often lead to a
better understanding of their trauma and pain and helps unlock pathways to treatment.
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The federal government is working with British Columbia on establishing the indicators needed to
monitor the exemption granted to the province for adults to possess small amounts of certain illegal
substances for personal use. Once this exemption comes into force on Jan. 31, these drugs will no longer
be seized by police, who will instead provide people using drugs with information on health and
treatment services.

While I know that the debate on how to best address the overdose crisis is far from over, I think we have
a moral obligation to recognize that people use substances for many reasons and that there is no one-
size-fits-all solution to preventing or reducing overdose deaths. Furthermore, not everyone who uses a
substance has an addiction, and therefore services to keep people safe should not be limited to those
with a diagnosis.

No single organization or order of government can solve this crisis alone, and we are supporting
provinces and territories, including through the emergency treatment fund, which provided $150 million
cost-matched to improve access to evidence-based treatment services.

At the end of the day, we must embrace harm reduction as much as we embrace the other pillars of
Canada’s substance use strategy — prevention, treatment and enforcement — because there is no
recovery path for people who are dead.

National Post

Carolyn Bennett is minister of mental health and addictions and associate minister of health.
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