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“WE NEED DECRIMINALIZATION FOR ALL”: 
DRUG POLICY & HUMAN RIGHTS ORGANIZATIONS SAY 
MODEL IN BRITISH COLUMBIA LEAVES MANY BEHIND 

 
Health Canada’s landmark approval of “decriminalization” for B.C. raises concerns that  

many people who use drugs remain criminalized  
 

June 1, 2022 – A growing group of drug policy and human rights organizations across Canada — 
comprising people who use drugs, health professionals, legal experts, academics, and others — say the 
Government of Canada’s latest move to decriminalize drug possession should go further to protect 
everyone, in particular those most endangered by drug prohibition and the drug toxicity crisis. We 
support policy that moves the needle forward; however, it is disappointing that decriminalization 
under the model announced on May 31st will not protect all people who use drugs from the harms of 
criminalization. We support progress, but we dream bigger. We want full decriminalization for all. 
 
Yesterday, the Government of Canada, led by its newly created Ministry of Mental Health and 
Addictions, joined with the Government of British Columbia to announce implementation of B.C.’s 
requested exemption to the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act (CDSA). B.C. is the first jurisdiction in 
Canada to effect this policy change. The policy provides legal protection to adults in B.C. who possess 
illicit drugs up to a cumulative total of 2.5 grams. 
 
Yesterday’s announcement validates the efforts of people who use drugs and their allies across B.C. and 
Canada, who have for decades led the charge for drug decriminalization. But the announcement also 
signals a missed opportunity. A cumulative threshold quantity of 2.5 grams leaves many people who 
use drugs behind, namely those living in rural and remote communities who already bear the 
disproportionate brunt of drug prohibition and the drug toxicity crisis. People purchase larger 
quantities of drugs for myriad reasons: geographic restrictions, personal mobility reasons, and to limit 
interactions with the illicit drug market. Concerns over too-low threshold quantities were expressed 
repeatedly to B.C. and Health Canada by B.C.’s own Core Planning Table for Decriminalization and the 
Board of the Vancouver Network of Drug Users (VANDU) — to no avail.  
 
This decision comes just as a more progressive drug policy bill, Bill C-216, is up for vote in Parliament 
today, on June 1. It is clear that the timing of the announcement is meant to hamper the progression of 
that bill through to committee stage, whereupon it could be further strengthened. Nonetheless, we call 
on Members of Parliament to listen to the voices of experts in this field and vote Bill C-216 through to 
committee stage today. 
 
The fact that Canada is not considering national action towards decriminalization is shameful at this 
juncture, particularly as three jurisdictions have already applied for exemptions to date. The piecemeal 
approach the Government of Canada is now clearly taking does not adequately address the urgency of 
the drug poisoning crisis in this country.  



 
We will continue to push for decriminalization for everyone and to turn the page on an outdated drug 
war that continues to kill as many as 20 people each day in Canada. Criminalization has failed, and 
there is no need to continue along this misguided path. Truly, a systems change is required in the 
context of a public health emergency caused by the system itself. We must decriminalize drugs and the 
people who use them, and provide access to a legal, regulated supply. Canada cannot wait. 
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Read Decriminalization Done Right: A Rights-Based Path for Drug Policy, Canada’s first civil society–led 
policy framework for drug decriminalization in this country, endorsed by more than 100 organizations 
across Canada. 
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Signatory List: 
 
AVI Health & Community Services 
Blood Ties Four Directions Centre  
British Columbia Civil Liberties Association  
Canadian Drug Policy Coalition 
Centre on Drug Policy Evaluation  
EACH+EVERY: Businesses for Harm Reduction  
Grenfell Ministries  
Hamilton Social Medicine Response Team (HAMSMaRT) 
Harm Reduction Nurses Association 
HIV & AIDS Legal Clinic Ontario (HALCO) 
HIV Legal Network 
Keeping Six 
Manitoba Harm Reduction Network 
National Overdose Response Services (NORS) 
Ontario Aboriginal HIV/AIDS Strategy (Oahas) 
Ottawa Inner City Health, Inc. 
PAN 
Pivot Legal Society 
Sandy Hill Community Health Centre 
Sex Worker Action Program (SWAP) Hamilton 
South Riverdale Community Health Centre 
Student Overdose Prevention and Education Network (SOPEN)  
Toronto Overdose Prevention Society 
Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users (VANDU) 
Victoria SAFER Initiative 
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