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Harm Reduction

• Focuses on Reducing Harms, Not Highs
• Evidence-based:  If a practice is shown not to 

reduce harm, it’s not harm reduction
• “Meets people where they are”
• A social movement that recognizes that drug 

laws are not based on science & people who 
use drugs have the right to life and health

• Compassionate & nonjudgmental



Nico Adriaans











Scottish HIV Committee, 1987
50% of injectors in Edinburgh HIV+















Advisory 
Committee 

on the 
Misuse of 

Drugs, 
1988

“…. the spread of HIV is a greater 
danger to individual and public 
health than drug misuse. 
Accordingly, services which aim 
to minimize HIV risk behavior by 
all available means should take 
precedence…”

“We must therefore be prepared 
to work with those who continue 
to misuse drugs to help them 
reduce the risks involved 
involved…above all, the risk of 
acquiring or spreading HIV.”











Photo of Jon Parker doing illegal needle exchange by David Binder



Arrest of the Needle Eight
Photo by Allan Clear











(Shirt available from Southwest Recovery 
Alliance @SWRalliance)









Iron Law of Prohibition:
Smaller Drugs Are Easier to Smuggle,

So Potency Increases with Crackdowns





Evidence Base:
Needle Exchange

– Reviews by World Health Organization, CDC, NIH, Institute of 
Medicine all show it cuts HIV spread without increasing drug 
use.

– CDC review finds participants five times more likely to get 
treatment

– 2014 New York State review called it the “gold standard” for 
HIV prevention.  NYS prevalence in 90s was 50% or more, 
now less than 3% in IDUs.

– UK did needle exchange early, never had HIV epidemic in 
IDUs & no heterosexual, pediatric epidemic.

– Associated with reductions in HIV, Hep C, needle litter and 
injecting and with increased treatment admissions.



Evidence Base:
Naloxone

– Massachusetts study finds 50% reduction in OD 
deaths w/ high implementation (Walley, 2013)

– Systematic review supports (McDonald, 2016)

–  Not associated with increased teen drug use 
(Bruzelius, 2023)

–  Common sense suggests that having the 
antidote to a poison is more likely to save lives 
than not having it



Evidence Base:
Methadone & 

Buprenorphine 

– WHO lists bupe & methadone as 
essential medicines for addiction

– Study of entire UK treatment 
population between 2005 and 2009 
found 50% reduction in mortality 
compared to all types of abstinence 
treatment. (Pierce, 2016)

– Most recent review found 50% 
reduction in deaths from suicide, 
cancer, cardiovascular disease, 
alcohol and other drug-related deaths 
and all-cause mortality. (Santo, 2021)

– Associated with reductions in drug 
use, crime, HIV and hepatitis  



Evidence Base:
Prescription Heroin

– Cochrane review finds data supports heroin prescribing when 
methadone & buprenorphine fail (Ferri, 2011)

– Individual studies from UK, Switzerland, Canada & the Netherlands show 
reductions in crime, other drug use and HIV, as well as improved health.

– Also facilitates entry into abstinence or methadone or buprenorphine 
treatment



Evidence Base:
Overdose Prevention Sites

• AKA / Safe Injection /  Supervised Consumption  Sites

– Systematic review supports (Levengood 2021)

– Don’t Increase crime or disorder (Chalfin, 2023)

– Cuts neighborhood overdose rate 67%, even with fentanyl (Rammohan 
2024)

– 40-50% increase in treatment admissions (Levengood)

– Associated with reduced HIV and hepatitis, increased treatment 
admissions, less needle litter, less public injecting

– Millions of injections in over 100 sites, not a single OD death











Scan for Link to Buy Undoing Drugs
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