
 

What is harm reduction?
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Harm reduction is exactly what it sounds like: reducing the harm
associated with using drugs through a variety of public health
interventions. But the concept relies on more than these tools and begins,
at the most fundamental level, with recognizing that all people deserve
safety and dignity. It does not treat drug use as a moral failing.
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Harm reduction acknowledges that drugs are widely available in our
society. It encompasses the understanding that traditional law
enforcement approaches or those that require complete abstinence do
not decrease demand, use, or negative health consequences of substance
use.

What problems does harm reduction try to solve?

The primary goal of harm reduction is to save lives and protect the
health of both people who use drugs and their communities. According
to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, those who use substances are
more likely to have HIV/AIDS, hepatitis B and C, mental health
disorders, and chronic conditions like cancer and lung disease.

Other harm reduction objectives include decreasing the stigma
associated with addiction, increasing education on safer substance use,
encouraging protected sex, and connecting people who use drugs with
health and social services or support groups.

There are also overarching aims like preventing transmission of blood-
borne or sexually transmitted infections, discouraging the use of shared
needles or equipment, and decreasing the number of overdose deaths.

What does harm reduction look like in practice?

Some of the best-known harm reduction tools include:

Free syringe service programs
Overdose prevention sites
Fentanyl tests
Naloxone kits and training
Sterile injection or smoking equipment
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Harm reduction also comprises addiction facilities, support groups, and
medical services, including wound care, vaccinations, and COVID-19
masks. Sex education, STI testing and treatment, condoms, and pre-
exposure prophylaxis are other critical harm reduction tools and services.

Achieving the goals of harm reduction depends on accessibility of these
resources. They, or information about how to find them, need to be
available in places like:

Community clinics
Health departments
Churches
Public transportation hubs
Food banks
Homeless shelters
Correctional institutions
Community centers
Social services offices
Mental health facilities
Urgent care centers

Does harm reduction encourage people to use drugs?

That's a common misconception, says Travis Rieder, an associate
research professor at the Johns Hopkins Berman Institute of Bioethics.
"Opponents sometimes argue that giving people sterile syringes, clean
pipes, naloxone, a space to use drugs under supervision, etc., incentivizes
drug use or leads to drug use," he says. "But people are going to use
drugs whether they have these resources or not, and so withholding them
doesn't prevent that use; it just makes it more dangerous. Making an
activity more dangerous doesn't stop people who are committed to
engaging in that activity; it just hurts and kills more of them."
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Does harm reduction discourage people from seeking
treatment?

On the contrary, says Susan Sherman, a professor in Health, Behavior
and Society. Harm reduction is "both a social movement and a way to
provide services, and it includes drug treatment," she says. "[Harm
reduction] is not only useful in and of itself, but it also brings people into
services who may not otherwise come into services."

Rieder sees harm reduction and addiction treatment as part of the same
process. "In my view of harm reduction and treatment, they can be the
same thing, because making drug use safer can prevent some of the
negative consequences that define an addiction," he says. "One can take
the first steps of recovery while still using drugs fairly chaotically, and
continue their road to recovery through small, slow steps that reduce the
harms of drug use."

Why is the need so urgent?

From May 2020 to April 2021, 100,000 people—29% more than May
2019 to April 2020—died of overdose, according to the CDC. The HHS
has reported data trending the same way; the rate of overdose fatalities
has jumped 250% since 1999.

Why the recent controversy?

In December 2021, with support from President Biden's American
Rescue Plan, SAMHSA announced its Harm Reduction grant program,
expected to award $30 million in funding to support harm reduction
programs and providers working to make substance use safer and
prevent overdose deaths.
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A portion of the funding will be allocated for safe smoking kits, which
the White House says include alcohol swabs, lip balm, a rubber
mouthpiece, and other "materials to promote hygiene and reduce the
transmission of diseases like HIV and hepatitis." They do not, however,
include the physical pipe itself, which has become the object of
contention among opposition.

Sherman sees a parallel with previous resistance to syringe services
programs. While federal law prohibits the use of federal funding for
syringes and clean needles in syringe services programs, "those funds can
be used for all other supplies and services" at such programs, she
explains. In that way, "crack pipes seem to be the 'new syringes.'"
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