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EDMONTON

Substance abuse is a problem in many communities across Canada and the United
States. In an effort to help find solutions to the issue, the Canadian Centre on Substance
Abuse (CCSA) held the Issues of Substance Conference, at the Shaw Conference Centre
in Edmonton, from Nov. 25 to 28.

The three-day event was attended by health care professionals, social workers, police
officers and many others. Each day began with keynote speeches, after which attendants
broke into several smaller groups and attended different talks.

Among the smaller events held at the conference was a talk by Dr. Colleen Anne Dell,
from the University of Calgary, and Tara Lyons from Carleton University.

Having worked on a comprehensive approach to harm reduction in Aboriginal
communities, both women were present at the conference to share their research.

According to a harm reduction policies and programs report for Aboriginal people by Dell
and Lyons, harm reduction is defined as, "a health-centered approach that seeks to
reduce the health and social harms associated with alcohol and drug use, without
necessarily requiring that users abstain. Harm reduction is a non-judgmental response
that meets users where they are with regard to their substance use. Harm reduction
includes a broad continuum of responses, from safer substance use to abstinence.
Essential to a harm reduction approach is that it offers users a choice of how they will
minimize harms to themselves."

Also, the approach focuses less on blame and can be seen as more of a support and
solution based approached, one that everyone might not agree with.

To begin their presentation Dell asked all those present to stand from their seats. She
proceeded to pose questions to the audience asking those who were in agreement to
remain standing. As she began asking questions, many started to sit down, splitting the
room into two, those who agreed with certain programs and those who disagreed with
them. The questions related to whether or not needle exchange programs are useful, and
whether or not a needle should be given to young pregnant girls. The exercise brought
to light the true division of opinion among those who work to support substance abusers.

"What we focused on, was trying to bring together what exists out in the field, as well as
the literature around defining harm reduction and understanding harm reduction. We
found that whether it's in Aboriginal communities or non-Aboriginal communities that
there is a diversity of perspectives on what harm reduction is. What we did was a large
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review of what is out there," said Dell.

Both researchers stressed that the harm reduction approach and the abstinence based
approach were not very different from each other, but rather focused on the need to
support those with substance abuse problems in any way possible.

Dell believes that through the abstinence based approach the best way for substance
abusers to recover is to completely abstain from drugs and alcohol of any kind. The harm
reduction approach however, recognizes that some use of psychoactive substances is
inevitable, and that some level of substance use is expected in a society.

Similar to an opinion echoed throughout the conference, both researchers added that
substance abuse is not specifically the problem, but it is a symptom of larger social and
societal issues.

"Specific to some Aboriginal communities, whether it is the custom, the culture, the
tradition, what have you, the harm reduction approach is not accepted. I think especially
with some of our treatment centers, some won't accept people who are on methadone,
and that has to do with policy. It really depends and I think that was the main message,
that everything has to come from the community and be what makes sense to that
community," said Dell.

"The harm reduction measures reviewed in the paper are both encouraging and
discouraging," said Dell. The paper did not speak about abstinence based approaches
that do not respond to the specific needs of individual users.

"In fact, such approaches may harm people for whom abstinence is not practical at any
given time," said the report by Dell and Lyons.

"We have been doing different presentations of this, and things that are engaging and
interacting, like the little exercise that we did at the talk where we said stand up and sit
down if you don't agree with a supervised injection facility that sort of thing. We are
going to be doing presentations that engage with the audience where we can open that
dialogue around harm reduction, because a lot of times if you ask someone whether they
agree with that or not, they will say oh no absolutely not, there is no way. But then
when you start to discuss what harm reduction is about, and people start to understand,
then their ideas change. You know a lot of times people will say, why should we pay for
a needle for someone who is injecting drugs when someone who is a diabetic has to pay
for their own? Well if you consider the circumstances, it might be very different," said
Dell.
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