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B.C. drug use advocates warn
decriminalization change may cause
more drug deaths

Vancouver police Insp. Phil Heard told reporters that his department had
"seen a decrease in public complaints around public consumption”
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5/27/25, 10:12 AM B.C. drug use advocates warn decriminalization change may cause deaths | Vancouver Sun
Health Canada’s decision to allow B.C. to
again prohibit the use of illicit drugs in most
public spaces will cause more deaths, the
executive director of the Vancouver Area

Network of Drug Users says.

“This is a bad move for both the provincial
government and the federal government,”
Brittany Graham said in an interview
Wednesday. “We are going to lose more

people and there’s blood on their hands.”

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

This advertisement has not loaded yet, but your
article continues below.

The initial decriminalization exemption in
January 2023 had called for “meaningful and

ongoing engagement with stakeholders,” but

https://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/bc-drug-use-advocates-decriminalization-change-may-cause-deaths 2/13


https://ad.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstctthsIjbintu4SuWspH0QILyJL7ssbNtfeuzPan3nY8yx7jgI7EgKnP61Jrv5nfQxtASw5aEK6YW8EV31gALTcCllVjeb6Ru8N9wL6wWmKBLDPbnW6LCRO88qfe8w4ymxmR27YDlPQYZK8xFy7fZ9IjAAZpdYum4BhpDKO3-iWIkMlvoZJG5MtKjiqw9SNvP0P-0hVIIeXHODQ2hjeSrpqXsbbSUYE3COOqxB8LBJjuV7I8A7CTaMPtcY1srBHDwme2bue9-HTVhNpQpiVKVIJ7ugiP7qxZsWwNqnW5hIskPx3KKNkMlQtjcp5Spwf-6Rv6CQ28NbIm-8CdY7TvGihkp4ZKnZdm-xvLGhxhqgOOWUB2TUPgRR7lG9GHxdwNO2hV5wXvWnu77N7y-jWepokjtig2Q_QdBTXn5f2QrxDBdlHCmGr75bYQyUBaCLXhGeodb2w1Px4XLgHZQLTPr4q-fj8C8gdFmVBw6VBvA3-2RKwzxlvk6gaIf6uhyMOfThHNoq5JGzhdUG6OQbiasy9cICDFX_JkTLXmk7NPbNmLbctZE-4b1lLpLmRLhMWcHqK3EEPCXEuZyaBrNcd4xyZbqfIAenPgsIfhWli9P2mY7h7xC-EnFvuoRCO6ybNABr7JQzxj_WjdEvZY80PAeuL2mCiCcvsoS9IY6N-HmCO9_IPXr2SLTAMsM0QBSt8VyThnZ_nBbzweJQtuO-fvxL62f0dBggQqwQhW8qGnlWUgZQyKP2uA4-kbJJVUDRIki8UCAAxAu8hmVb1ez67MxrppaazlXt32PY6uQywUzvIhNIyDuEWETBj3vqK_V_G7zblONP8CXmvjlpv_j00WWQxSQ8ZPbsp_NWONp1gHJt0kb12wDFWNam9N1EKDFj-BIGoDNIRKceqVaZQiETliLP871ozM4MTX8Q-b_Yfv0hl6BAeoyFQFolPrAOGa6ybkqg1L3SMym5SGZrKjft-vW39hp026CHTeoj_XtyUiRE31PpCbTGhPf7hzQzU3m6Rb_fkO4qyyP_4eBr49gUAehnapviRzPffGiwu_VU-eqH251JEtkc4HwH9IbMBhyf9KkTyqEZBD6EjmgOnRXCVljitEF4c9x198Kcdy4oMLdNeO8zS4C3fJGEFMF9_8MDk1yq5vNVrmssWpwJVLtUNLJqwX7muJ6XT6B2z8kPhJRJw1ztCoLjHHVIB2_VFQ-3Uyv1bnh1sQ84gYHnnD_80znieARmiQp2zhfpj8Q7IVOQT7JM0DmlmgDiweSDGY3okrmpOYSLEGL73NC3r2U0iBAI4P6qlMXKDUPW2Yz7tg1dss8PmbbrjjYf0Kgxgh78f22yuYz76qsoDaPJd3ySOODAnHJYM_t_gY3tOXiC4Nt3bW9-IsMt_Gju10S2y3IoSdb0JbyRkC-_IIZu9NIWydAABKN_o_AetTsfpsHyt91LwkK75DPCi4q4zWNQhzcPDG_0NHzYQRxt0hul9SCF2_smPdg_LrNHLWj1fWljA_A6xFVuqZg2oUmdvU6qcv08ab9PkaEjaYOe9Sfwimato2xR0vFMIpSmaDxU-t3PIuzZ2qSGL8US8n-wK79GTtFe07-yEZWxVoG2xy4lx7L_pt7gv4r8GYmr-xcJmCdzsqM_7vfQKpE-NyDO1QSfLRB83dSk4nI1ckih-0HGSWdqqT5lg57AePHJA5HUTjXYfDFM3BkUfFZTvYVeAmEFhXKzmHiJu-Rh_Vk&sai=AMfl-YSiN6NoOo7bCeJ4uvfb4Z2GteYSPwq-KqmbsntPwXnwwYmbYBzeFYEXHF-_64cbOPOTFc1FSizTd_0bpJHMocKBgpb3I6EuKEqhNPqa60_-nzzmD4DldG_oGE18oB-REIm2LAZzxQiNNM_mNFuff3Hjyahh-mvwBCYU8oQfMlah3nS4ArWVezxzOy50rhT7CWq-f0VQ2OrJBuTPH50BylJKu2e6oRVIL3s9RJ8v3zMOMWDCA7khrTZtZyO5EU1N14xEjmxuJeYFEVopH8X3LgOjSSFLrj1ryLoDGd2s9gUVGF_EWcOBMzTjV6ThehBE92D584aG1DIAA1UI2Lzb4zqX7I4h5WvGjPPtmzxVJ1hZYrmZ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzDNroWT_bl6b&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&crd=aHR0cHM6Ly9nYXJkZW53b3Jrcy5jYQ&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.gardenworks.ca/locations%3F
https://ad.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjstctthsIjbintu4SuWspH0QILyJL7ssbNtfeuzPan3nY8yx7jgI7EgKnP61Jrv5nfQxtASw5aEK6YW8EV31gALTcCllVjeb6Ru8N9wL6wWmKBLDPbnW6LCRO88qfe8w4ymxmR27YDlPQYZK8xFy7fZ9IjAAZpdYum4BhpDKO3-iWIkMlvoZJG5MtKjiqw9SNvP0P-0hVIIeXHODQ2hjeSrpqXsbbSUYE3COOqxB8LBJjuV7I8A7CTaMPtcY1srBHDwme2bue9-HTVhNpQpiVKVIJ7ugiP7qxZsWwNqnW5hIskPx3KKNkMlQtjcp5Spwf-6Rv6CQ28NbIm-8CdY7TvGihkp4ZKnZdm-xvLGhxhqgOOWUB2TUPgRR7lG9GHxdwNO2hV5wXvWnu77N7y-jWepokjtig2Q_QdBTXn5f2QrxDBdlHCmGr75bYQyUBaCLXhGeodb2w1Px4XLgHZQLTPr4q-fj8C8gdFmVBw6VBvA3-2RKwzxlvk6gaIf6uhyMOfThHNoq5JGzhdUG6OQbiasy9cICDFX_JkTLXmk7NPbNmLbctZE-4b1lLpLmRLhMWcHqK3EEPCXEuZyaBrNcd4xyZbqfIAenPgsIfhWli9P2mY7h7xC-EnFvuoRCO6ybNABr7JQzxj_WjdEvZY80PAeuL2mCiCcvsoS9IY6N-HmCO9_IPXr2SLTAMsM0QBSt8VyThnZ_nBbzweJQtuO-fvxL62f0dBggQqwQhW8qGnlWUgZQyKP2uA4-kbJJVUDRIki8UCAAxAu8hmVb1ez67MxrppaazlXt32PY6uQywUzvIhNIyDuEWETBj3vqK_V_G7zblONP8CXmvjlpv_j00WWQxSQ8ZPbsp_NWONp1gHJt0kb12wDFWNam9N1EKDFj-BIGoDNIRKceqVaZQiETliLP871ozM4MTX8Q-b_Yfv0hl6BAeoyFQFolPrAOGa6ybkqg1L3SMym5SGZrKjft-vW39hp026CHTeoj_XtyUiRE31PpCbTGhPf7hzQzU3m6Rb_fkO4qyyP_4eBr49gUAehnapviRzPffGiwu_VU-eqH251JEtkc4HwH9IbMBhyf9KkTyqEZBD6EjmgOnRXCVljitEF4c9x198Kcdy4oMLdNeO8zS4C3fJGEFMF9_8MDk1yq5vNVrmssWpwJVLtUNLJqwX7muJ6XT6B2z8kPhJRJw1ztCoLjHHVIB2_VFQ-3Uyv1bnh1sQ84gYHnnD_80znieARmiQp2zhfpj8Q7IVOQT7JM0DmlmgDiweSDGY3okrmpOYSLEGL73NC3r2U0iBAI4P6qlMXKDUPW2Yz7tg1dss8PmbbrjjYf0Kgxgh78f22yuYz76qsoDaPJd3ySOODAnHJYM_t_gY3tOXiC4Nt3bW9-IsMt_Gju10S2y3IoSdb0JbyRkC-_IIZu9NIWydAABKN_o_AetTsfpsHyt91LwkK75DPCi4q4zWNQhzcPDG_0NHzYQRxt0hul9SCF2_smPdg_LrNHLWj1fWljA_A6xFVuqZg2oUmdvU6qcv08ab9PkaEjaYOe9Sfwimato2xR0vFMIpSmaDxU-t3PIuzZ2qSGL8US8n-wK79GTtFe07-yEZWxVoG2xy4lx7L_pt7gv4r8GYmr-xcJmCdzsqM_7vfQKpE-NyDO1QSfLRB83dSk4nI1ckih-0HGSWdqqT5lg57AePHJA5HUTjXYfDFM3BkUfFZTvYVeAmEFhXKzmHiJu-Rh_Vk&sai=AMfl-YSiN6NoOo7bCeJ4uvfb4Z2GteYSPwq-KqmbsntPwXnwwYmbYBzeFYEXHF-_64cbOPOTFc1FSizTd_0bpJHMocKBgpb3I6EuKEqhNPqa60_-nzzmD4DldG_oGE18oB-REIm2LAZzxQiNNM_mNFuff3Hjyahh-mvwBCYU8oQfMlah3nS4ArWVezxzOy50rhT7CWq-f0VQ2OrJBuTPH50BylJKu2e6oRVIL3s9RJ8v3zMOMWDCA7khrTZtZyO5EU1N14xEjmxuJeYFEVopH8X3LgOjSSFLrj1ryLoDGd2s9gUVGF_EWcOBMzTjV6ThehBE92D584aG1DIAA1UI2Lzb4zqX7I4h5WvGjPPtmzxVJ1hZYrmZ&sig=Cg0ArKJSzDNroWT_bl6b&fbs_aeid=%5Bgw_fbsaeid%5D&crd=aHR0cHM6Ly9nYXJkZW53b3Jrcy5jYQ&urlfix=1&adurl=https://www.gardenworks.ca/locations%3F

5/27/25, 10:12 AM

that did not happen before B.C. asked for the

change, Graham said.
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She said her organization sent a letter on
Monday to the federal Health Ministry and
the Mental Health and Addictions Ministry
opposing the change.

Federal Mental Health and Addictions
Minister Ya’ara Saks announced Health

Canada’s approval on Tuesday.

“They didn’t read our letter. I never got a

response back to it,” Graham said.

Premier David Eby said at a news conference
on a separate issue Wednesday that the goal
of decriminalization is to minimize risk to
people using illicit drugs without
compromising public safety. But the
government heard from community members
and police that they initially missed the mark,
he said.
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“There’s no question that, following our
initial efforts on decriminalization, we had
some unintended consequences, which was a
spike in public drug use, where police were
unable to use the authorities that we hoped
that they would be able to use, namely
arresting someone for being in a state of

intoxication in a public place,” Eby said.

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

This advertisement has not loaded yet, but your
article continues below.

“As a result, people were feeling increasingly
unsafe in communities, they were concerned
about what they were seeing in parks and
playgrounds and other places, and police
were telling us they didn’t have the tools that
they need.”

Read More
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review
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Drug user advocates concerned about
B.C.s decriminalization exception
request

But Graham said the insinuation that public
drug use had increased was incorrect and
pointed to a March news conference where
Vancouver police Insp. Phil Heard said his
department had “seen a decrease in public

complaints around public consumption.”

Graham said current solutions to the opioid
crisis are not easily accessible. She said one
VANDU member who wanted to access detox
couldn’t quickly access services. Instead, she
said they set up a tent outside St. Paul’s
Hospital in downtown Vancouver so medical
help was nearby while they attempted to

detox on their own.

Incrementally increasing treatment beds isn’t

helpful, she said.
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“This is a crisis.”

Graham said stepping up policing will not fix
the problem, which has claimed about 14,400
lives since 2016, and instead the province
should be focused on more housing, overdose
prevention services and improving welfare

services.

“You're not giving people any option right

now, except for to be outside,” she said. This advertisement has not loaded yet.

“This is going to hurt people who have
housing as well,” she added, pointing to

statistics from the BC Coroners Service.

The latest figures released Tuesday from the
coroner on illicit drug deaths this year says
84 per cent of the deaths happened inside a
home, shelter or hotel, while only 15 per cent
of overdoses occurred outside in places like

vehicles or parks.
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Eby said Wednesday that the
recriminalization of public drug use is “paired
with initiatives to increase access to
treatment and supports for people who are

struggling.”

STORY CONTINUES BELOW

This advertisement has not loaded yet, but your
article continues below.

“We’re working and hope to launch soon a
virtual clinic for people to be able to access
methadone and suboxone,” he said. “These
are treatment drugs that reduce cravings for

opiates and also reduce the risk of overdose.”

B.C.’s request to Health Canada came after
the province tried to make drug use illegal in
public places with its own legislation, but the
Harm Reduction Nurses Association

challenged the bill in court.

Chief Justice Christopher Hinkson ruled in

December that if the laws were enacted,

Quick Picks

“irreparable harm will be caused.”
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“We’ve all been dehumanized, a marginalized
outgroup that nobody cares about, and are
barely human,” she said of drug users in an
interview Wednesday. “People can resist that
and I don’t see that happening right now. It’s
such a wild violation of Canadian democratic

principles.”

She said the best way to address all the issues

associated with an unregulated drug supply —
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including crime, poverty, homelessness and
overdose deaths — is to regulate it, “like we
did with alcohol.”

“That’s what it’s going to take because this is
a huge problem (and) it’s only going to get
worse,” she said. “Treatment doesn’t address

the drug supply.”

Graham suggested the move is more about
politics ahead of a provincial election this fall

rather than minimizing overdose deaths.

“Everyone’s just trying to win seats, whether
they currently are elected, or want to be
elected,” she said. “No one’s actually thinking
about what will be best for the people who

currently use drugs.”
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This advertisement has not loaded yet, but your
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