
Case  Studies: Case 1
Insite—North America’s fi rst legal supervised injection service
In September 2003, Vancouver became home to North America’s fi rst legal 
supervised injection site (SIS). The site is located in Vancouver’s Downtown East Side, 
one of Canada’s poorest neighbourhoods, and home to close to 5,000 injection drug 
users (IDU). The site operates from 10:00 a.m. to 4:00 a.m., seven days a week.
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The SIS, known as Insite, is a clean, safe environment where users can inject their 
own drugs under the supervision of clinical staff. Nurses and counsellors provide 
on-site access and referral to addictions treatment services, primary health care, and 
mental health providers, as well as fi rst aid and wound care.

To operate legally, Health Canada granted organizers an exemption to Canada’s 
drug laws (the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act), which make it illegal to 
possess these drugs, and provided around $1.5 million to support the scientifi c 
research pilot project. The provincial government in BC has also provided $2 
million to fund the program. It has been established in partnership with the City of 
Vancouver, the Vancouver Police Department, and local community groups.

Insite is being studied to determine whether it will reduce the harm associated 
with injection drug use to individuals (particularly overdose, HIV, and hepatitis) 
and the community (particularly public injecting). The Downtown East Side has 
signifi cant health issues relating to infectious diseases and substance misuse. Over 
the course of the next three years, researchers will examine if it reduces overdoses, 
improves the health of injection drug users, increases their appropriate use of health 
and social services, and reduces the health, social, legal, and incarceration costs 
associated with injection drug use.
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Clients who enter the SIS are assessed and led through a waiting area to a 12-
seat injection room where they can inject their own drugs under the supervision of 
trained medical staff. They will have access to clean injection equipment including 
spoons, tourniquets, and water, aimed at reducing the spread of infectious diseases.

After injecting, they move to a post-injection room where, if appropriate, staff 
can connect clients with other on-site services. These include primary care for the 
treatment of wounds, abscesses, and other infections; addiction counselling and 
peer support; and referral to treatment services such as withdrawal management, 
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opiate replacement therapy, and other services.

Along with the on-site coordinator, two registered nurses are present at all times 
with an addiction counsellor and physician support available on-call. Program 
assistants help greet and register people, as well as provide peer contact to 
encourage safe injection practices and show drug users how to use the site.

The SIS can accommodate up to several hundred injections each day as part of 
the research pilot project, although the experience at similar sites in Australia and 
Europe suggest the user community will take a while to accept the concept of a 
legal injection site.
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Case  Studies: Case 2
Forcing a woman to take substance abuse treatment to 
protect her child (the Case of Ms. G)
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“Ms. G” was a 23-year-old woman from Winnipeg who was ordered into treatment 
by the provincial court when fi ve months pregnant with her fourth child. She was 
addicted to glue sniffi ng, which could have damaged the nervous system of the 
developing fetus. As a result of her addiction, two of her previous children were born 
permanently disabled and are permanent wards of the state. “Ms. G” was unable or 
unwilling to stop sniffi ng glue on her own. A provincial court judge ordered that Ms. 
G be placed in the custody of the provincial government child and family services 
and held in a health centre for treatment until the birth of her child.

At the same time, the government child and family services department asked the 
court for the power to order substance-using pregnant women into treatment, even 
against their will, and looked to the Supreme Court, the highest court, in the land to 
authorize it.

The question before the Supreme Court was whether the state has the right 
to force pregnant substance users into treatment programs.
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Experts in women’s health were concerned that forced treatment would result 
in women at risk steering clear of services, fearing they and their children will be 
apprehended. This would have the effect of driving them underground and make it 
less likely that they would seek health care for themselves and their unborn children. 
They feared that forced treatment laws would be applied unfairly. Studies from other 
countries show the majority of women confi ned against their will are poor and/or 
members of racial minorities. They considered this type of law-and-order response 
to be a quick fi x that fails to deal with the social causes of women’s substance use, 
including violence, sexual abuse, poverty, low self-esteem, and lack of control.
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In the end, seven out of nine Supreme Court Judges said that the court does not 
have the right to force pregnant substance users into treatment programs.
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Women who are heavy users of substances during pregnancy almost always live 
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in diffi cult circumstances (that is, they have often experienced violence, poverty, 
physical or sexual abuse, and mental health problems). What works best in helping 
a woman in this situation is to show respect and not judge her actions. It means 
helping a woman take small steps to improve her own health and the health of her 
unborn child. It may be that she cannot stop using substances, but she may be able 
to cut back and improve her diet or get out of an abusive relationship, which will 
improve her own health and that of her child.
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Case  Studies: Case 3
North American Opiate Medication Initiative (NAOMI) Project 
(North America’s fi rst project to study the effectiveness of 
prescribing heroin to addicted people)
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In Canada, there are approximately 60,000 to 90,000 people addicted to illegal 
opiates such as heroin. Opiate addiction is linked to overdose, infection risks, loss 
of regular social functioning, drug-related crime, and extensive costs to the public 
health, welfare, and criminal justice systems. Scientists estimate that the cost of 
untreated heroin addiction is more than $45,000 per person per year. While other 
treatment is effective in many cases, some long-term, higher-risk patients do not 
respond to or benefi t from this standard treatment.
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NAOMI (North American Opiate Medication Initiative) is a research project to 
determine whether providing injectable, pharmaceutical-grade heroin is more 
effective than standard treatment in attracting, holding onto, and helping chronic, 
opiate-dependent injection drug users (IDUs) who have not been helped by regular 
forms of treatment.

The NAOMI study is intended to see whether this form of treatment will be more 
effective and will also improve the health and quality of life of injection drug 
users, by reducing their use of street drugs, reducing homelessness, and decreasing 
interactions with the criminal justice system. The researchers will also determine 
whether they can fi nd a way of attracting and keeping drug users in treatment 
so that they can hook them up with other parts of the health-care system, social 
support, and counselling.

The research study will take place in three cities in Canada: Toronto (Centre for 
Addiction and Mental Health and the University of Toronto), Vancouver (University 
of British Columbia), and Montreal (Université de Montréal).
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According to program guidelines, drug users must be over 25, have been heroin 
addicts for more than fi ve years, and previously have tried standard treatment for 
heroin addiction. Persons on probation, facing criminal charges, or with severe 
mental illness will not be able to participate.

During the study, those selected to receive heroin will visit the clinic up to three 
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times a day, seven days a week, where they will receive prescribed doses of heroin 
under a physician’s supervision. Participants will be asked to remain at the clinic 
for a half hour after each injection. Available at the clinic will be social workers, 
addiction counsellors, and other social support staff, who will work with participants 
to achieve a more stable lifestyle and, ultimately, wean them from opiate addiction.

At the study’s end, participants will have a three-month transition period to wean 
them off heroin. They will then have the option of going into detox, going into 
standard treatment, or going back to the streets to feed their habit.
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