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We, as community and civil society organisations working in drug policy reform and harm
reduction, urge the international community to take proactive and coordinated action to
protect the health and human rights of people who use drugs in light of the COVID-19 crisis.

COVID-19 infection does not discriminate, but magnifies existing social, economic and
political inequities. People who use drugs are particularly vulnerable due to criminalisation
and stigma and often experience underlying health conditions, higher rates of poverty,
unemployment and homelessness, as well as a lack of access to vital resources — putting them
at greater risk of infection. The crisis must be an occasion to rethink the function of
punishment, to reform the system and to work towards ending the war on drugs. If we are to
‘flatten the curve’, the health of the most marginalised in society must also be protected as an
urgent priority.

In times of crisis, uncertainty and upheaval it is imperative that human rights act as an anchor
point. Careful and vigilant attention must be paid to non-discriminatory access to health care,
human dignity and transparency. Multiple governments emphasise that we are fighting a
‘war’, the use of such terminology justifying a militarised approach that allows for the
suspension of rights and freedoms. History shows that extraordinary powers are routinely
deployed against the most persecuted in society, who risk being scapegoated in the name of
infection control. As states of emergency are declared, the international community must urge
caution on the creation of a ‘new normal’ where States derogate from their obligation to serve
and protect all persons.

Failure to effectively steer and manage the COVID-19 response will have disastrous
consequences. The international community, including international donors, must act
immediately to ensure, through policy guidelines and financial and political support, that
national, regional and global responses to this pandemic take the needs of people who use
drugs into account and respect the fundamental rights of all.

We therefore suggest the following recommendations:

1. Protect the right to health: During times such as these, governments have an
obligation to ensure that a public health crisis does not become a human rights crisis due to
lack of access to adequate health care. In the wake of COVID-19, however, there is great
concern that harm reduction services are being closed, not adapting sufficiently rapidly to
changing legal and health contexts and that essential resources will be diverted to the
COVID-19 response at the expense of equally life-saving work. Inappropriate and restrictive
regulations banning or limiting take-home doses and other supplies make complying with
lockdowns and physical distancing rules extremely difficult. Harm reduction workers report
unease about scarcity of resources, lack of coherent policies and programme guidelines on
COVID-19, and potential disruptions to global supply chains of essential medicines and
equipment, including methadone, buprenorphine, naloxone, needles and syringes,
disinfectant, masks and gloves.



The international community must act swiftly to ensure States meet their international
obligations to protect the right to life and health. This can be done by issuing strong political
statements and clear and comprehensive technical guidance, building on WHO and UNODC'
guidelines and national COVID-10 regulations, which unequivocally calls to:

- Declare harm reduction programmes as life-saving services that must stay open.” The
closure of harm reduction centres would deprive service users from accessing life-
saving interventions and ultimately lead to over-crowding of centres that remain open,
increasing risk of infection.

- Immediately amend restrictive legal and regulatory policies that ban or limit take-
home doses due to fear of diversion and that restrict the provision of take-home
naloxone to prevent overdoses.

- Enhance service accessibility, develop and implement safety and hygiene protocols
and coordinate efforts within the health system to allow for the effective distribution
of resources.

- Recognise harm reduction workers as critical healthcare workers so that they can
access government stocks of protective clothing.

- Protect and expand the operation of low-threshold services, including outreach, as
well as provide housing and shelter for those facing housing insecurity.

- Adequately fund harm reduction services, particularly low-threshold services.

2. Ensure safe supply: Border closures and travel bans around the world will impact the
future supply of unregulated substances such as heroin and cocaine. This will have a range of
repercussions, including an increase in demand for opiate substitution therapy (OST). Of
particular concern is that synthetic drugs such as fentanyl, which are easier to produce and
transport, could replace bulkier substances such as heroin, the corollary of this being an
exponential increase in overdose deaths.

In light of the above, international and regional bodies must work with member states to:

- Monitor trends of illicit drug markets to provide a rapid response to dangerous and
emerging trends, such as increased risk of overdose deaths.

- Ensure increased access to OST to respond to changes in drug supply, through
accelerated and flexible entry procedures.

- Deprioritise the enforcement of supply-side control in order to retain some stability in
illicit drug markets and prevent market saturation of synthetic drugs.

- Respond to potential disruptions in the production of methadone and buprenorphine
and step in when early signs of issues with supply chain management are detected.

3. Protect the right to be free from arbitrary detention: The COVID-19 crisis has
spotlighted the public health dangers of overcrowding in prison and detention facilities which

! United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (2020), HIV prevention, treatment, care and support for people who use drugs
and people in prisons.

2 Harm reduction services include needle and syringe programs, opiate substitution therapy, including heroin-assisted
treatment, distribution of safer smoking equipment and naloxone and supervised consumption sites.
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are traditional hotbeds for infectious diseases. According to UN data, at least 470,000 persons
are incarcerated worldwide for drug use and possession only, while an additional 1.7 million
people are incarcerated for other drug offences,’ many of which are non-violent. In addition,
across East and South-east Asia, hundreds of thousands of people who use drugs are detained
in compulsory drug detention facilities,* with tens of thousands more detained in private drug
treatment centres, often against their will, across Asia and Latin America.’ In such contexts,
COVID-19 prevention measures, such as physical distancing, cannot be implemented
effectively. Further restrictions on family visits and supervised releases increase isolation and
stress during a time of fear, leading to an increase in violence, riots and assault.

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights® has urged governments to reduce the number
of people in detention, particularly those without sufficient legal basis. In view of this, the
international community must ensure States take action to:

- Decriminalise drug use and possession for personal use as promoted by the UN
system and outlined in the UN Common Position on Drugs.’

- Reduce the prison population through early release, pardons, amnesties and non-
coercive alternatives to incarceration for people detained for drug-related non-violent
offences, particularly those on remand, and those most-at-risk individuals, including
people living with HIV, TB and COPD, as well as older people.

- Immediately release people who use drugs from compulsory drug detention centres
and from private drug treatment centres that apply coercive measures, including
involuntary detention.

4. Protect civil and political liberties: Many governments, as part of COVID-19
containment measures, are restricting civil liberties in unprecedented ways, through mass
surveillance, including tracking mobile phone data, restricting movement and banning public
assembly. Authorities such as police and army personnel are permitted to stop anyone on the
street, increasing the chance of hostile interactions with people who use drugs, particularly
when they need to purchase drugs or travel for healthcare appointments. The potential misuse
of personal data, particularly when it comes to criminalised populations, is of acute concern.
In a joint statement, UN experts® have urged States, in accordance with the Siracusa
Principles,’ to exert caution when applying COVID-19 related measures and restrictions that
may impinge on human rights, as well as to limit their duration and subject them to regular
review. Based on this, we urge the international community to:

% UN system coordination Task Team on the Implementation of the UN System Common Position on drug-related matters
(2019), What we have learned over the last ten years: A summary of knowledge acquired and produced by the UN system on
drug-related matters, p. 24.

* International Drug Policy Consortium (2018), 10 years of drug policy in Asia: How far have we come, p. 31.
> Open Society Foundations (2016), No Health, No Help: Abuse as drug rehabilitation in Latin America & the Caribbean.
¢ Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (25 March, 2020), Urgent action needed to prevent COVID-19

»

“rampaging through places of detention” — Bachelet.

7 Chief Executives Board for Coordination (18 January 2019), Summary of deliberations, Second regular session of 2018,
Manhasset, New York, 7 and 8 November 2018, Annex 1, ‘UN system common position supporting the implementation of the
international drug control policy through effective inter-agency collaboration’

8 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (16 March, 2020), COVID-19: States should not abuse emergency
measures to suppress human rights — UN experts.

? UN Commission on Human Rights (1984), The Siracusa Principles on the Limitation and Derogation Provisions in the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
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- Ensure that emergency declarations and broader extraordinary powers granted under
COVID-19 responses are not used to target specific populations or deployed to silence
and repress human rights defenders.

- Establish rights-based legal safeguards to govern the appropriate use and handling of
personal data to protect privacy and confidentiality.

- Ensure that exorbitant fines should only be used as a last resort and personal
circumstances taken into account, in the event of breaches to protective measures.

5. Protect community and civil society organisations: The COVID-19 pandemic has

showed the critical role of communities in the response, as they can react quickly and reach
those who are otherwise unreachable, easing the burden on the healthcare system.
Furthermore, communities play important watchdog functions when it comes to government
transparency and accountability. UN and donor agencies must act to:

- Protect human rights defenders, communities and civil society organisations during
this crucial time, by highlighting their critical role in public statements and in their
interaction with governments.

- Ensure governments do not impose disproportionate restrictions or obstructions on the
work of community and civil society organisations.

- Establish mechanisms for monitoring human rights compliance, with a particular
focus on populations whose rights are commonly violated.

Global problems such as the COVID-19 pandemic require global solutions. We urge the
international community to take urgent action to ensure the inherent rights and dignity of
people who use drugs are respected and defended in the time of COVID-19. The
pandemic has laid bare the failures within our societies. Undoubtedly a serious challenge,
COVID-19 must not be exploited by governments to suspend basic rights and freedoms
indefinitely, but be a wake-up call to change and repair a broken system that has been
overly focused on the punishment of people who use drugs, a policy that is now
exacerbating the dangers of COVID-19. The failed war on drugs must end, and health and
political systems must be reformed to ensure the health and wellbeing of all.
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Nathan Sparling
Andria Efthimiou
Fiona Gilbertson
Niamh Eastwood
Alice Welbourn

James Nicholls
Mahan Naeim
Keanan McGonigle
Harriet Smith

Andrea Danger
Carol Leigh

Shelly Johnson

William Miller Jr.
Frank Ocana

Chris Benjamin
Jeff Singer

Antoinette Young
Kassandra Frederique

Shannon Hicks

Wesley Saver
Andrew Scott
Lisa Raville

Daniel Raymond

Zanzibar network of People who
use Drugs (ZanPUD)

HIV Stigmafighter

Red Ribbon Istanbul - All About
HIV

Empowered At Dusk Women's
Assiciation

All-Ukranian Organization of
Drug Dependent Women
Alliance for Public Health

Club Svitanok
HPLGBT
LEGALIFE-UKRAINE
NGO Cohort

Ukrainian Network of People who

Use Drugs (PUD.UA/ VOLNA)
3D Research

HIV i-Base

HIV Scotland

John Mordaunt Trust
Recovering Justice
Release

Salamander Trust

Transform Drug Policy
Foundation

American Addiction Institute of
Mind and Medicine - HRI
American Medical Student
Association

Baltimore Harm Reduction
Coalition

BASAT

BAYSWAN (Bay Area Sex
Worker Advocacy Network)
Behavioral Healty Systems
Baltimore

Bmore POWER

Boulder County AIDS Project

Boulder County Public Health,
The WORKS Program

CASH: City Advocates in
Solidarity with the Homeless
Community Education Group

Drug Policy Alliance

Exchange Union Drug User
Union
GLIDE

Global Liver Institute
Harm Reduction Action Center

Harm Reduction Coalition

Tanzania

The Netherlands
Turkey

Uganda
Ukraine

Ukraine
Ukraine
Ukraine
Ukraine
Ukraine

Ukraine
United Kingdom

United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom
United Kingdom

USA
USA
USA

USA
USA

USA

USA
USA
USA

USA

USA
USA
USA

USA
USA
USA
USA
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251.
252.
253.
254.

255.
256.
257.
258.

259.

260.
261.
262.

263.

264.
265.
266.
267.
268.
2609.
270.

271.

272.
273.

274.
275.

276.
2717.
278.

Niki Jones

Liane Bruckstein
Alan Cota
Heather Lusk

Heather Lusk
Michael Ninburg
Charles King
Darby Beck

Libby Guthrie

Deanna Dunn
Emily McCloskey

Jason Sterne
Mark Misrok

Louise Vincent
Achike Oranye
Erica Darragh
Amy Gecan
Robert Gish MD
Andrew Reynolds
Dr. Jill McCracken

Arielle McHenry

Kelli Dorsey

Justine Waldman

Mark Harrington

Andrew Spieldenner

Louise Vincent
Doan Thanh Tung
Wilson Box

Individual Endorsements:

Name

279.
280.
281.
282.
283.
284.
285.
286.

Cathy Banwell

Nick Stafford

Marceline Tou

Alec Butler

Anne Egger

Jamshir Bagwadia
Sandeep Kumar Gumber

Bhusan Bista

Harm Reduction Services
Harm Reduction Services

Hawaii H

Hawaii Health & Harm Reduction

Center
Hep Free Hawaii

Hepatitis Education Project
Housing Works, Inc.

Law Enforcement Action
Partnership

MCAVHN Care & Prevention
Network

MEDPEARL

NASTAD

National Viral Hepatitis
Roundtable

National Working Positive
Coalition

NC Survivors Union

People Encouraging People Inc
People for Sensible Drug Culture
REACH Medical

Robert G Gish Consultants LLC
San Francisco Drug Users Union

Sex Workers Outreach Project
(SWOP) Behind Bars
Southside Harm Reduction
Services

St James Infirmary

The Reach Project Inc & Reach
Medical, PLLC
Treatment Action Group

United States People living with
HIV Caucus
Urban Survivor's Union

Lighthouse Social Enterprise

Zimbabwe Civil Liberties and
Drug Network

Country
Australia

Australia
Burkina Faso
Canada
Canada

India

India

Nepal

USA
USA
USA
USA

USA
USA
USA
USA

USA

USA
USA
USA

USA

USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA
USA

USA

USA
USA

USA
USA

USA
Vietnam

Zimbabwe
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287.
288.
289.
290.
291.
292.
293.
294.
295.
296.
297.
298.
299.
300.
301.

302.
303.
304.
305.

Thamara Augsten
Marinette Sjoholm
Larissa J. Maier

Meg Davis

Tomas Alberto Chang Pico

Andriy Klepikov
Anton Basenko
Jason Child
Magdalena Harris
Danny Toub, MD
Kerwin Kaye
Kima Nieves
Laura Ferguson
Leilani Maxera
Madeleine Evanoff
Meredith Zoltick

Samuel R Friedman

Scott T. Johnson, Esq.

Thaddeus Pham

Paraguay
Sweden
Switzerland/USA
Switzerland

The Netherlands
Ukraine

Ukraine

United Kingdom
United Kingdom
USA

USA

USA

USA

USA

USA

USA

USA

USA

USA
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