Open Letter to Health Minister Christine Elliott: Save lives during the overdose emergency
by implementing public health evidence
August 2, 2018
Hon. Christine Elliott
Minister of Health and Long-Term Care
Hepburn Block, 10th Floor
80 Grosvenor Street
Toronto, ON M7A 2C4
Sent by email: christine.elliott@pc.ola.org; h.watt@ontario.ca
Dear Minister Elliott,
The Registered Nurses' Association of Ontario (RNAO) was disappointed to learn that the
province of Ontario was reviewing the evidence on supervised injection services (SIS) and
overdose prevention services (OPS) to "see if they have merit and are worth continuing."1 Will
the Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (MOHLTC) be doing the same thing with intensive
care units and emergency services to see if they offer value? Like care provided in hospitals, SIS
and OPS are evidence-based health services that save lives every day.
The difference is that SIS and OPS are inherently providing health services to a highly
stigmatized and marginalized population that routinely experiences discrimination. It is critical
that the MOHLTC demonstrate in its actions that every Ontarian is respected and valued by
providing equitable access to life-saving health services.
Experts in public health, front-line clinicians, harm reduction staff, and people with lived
experience are all urging you to heed the robust peer-review evidence that shows conclusively
that SIS and OPS save lives and open the doors to treatment possibilities. Worried about people
currently accessing their OPS, the executive director of the Guelph Community Health Centre
said, "I think without question that what we would see is increasing deaths in our community, if
we're forced to close our doors."2 "To put it bluntly, we'll have a lot more dead people," said
Nick Boyce, director of the Ontario HIV & Substance Use Training Program.3 RN Leigh
Chapman, one of the founders of the Moss Park Overdose Prevention site, and whose brother
died of an overdose, has explained that if the services are shut down, some users of OPS "won't
be alive long enough to take advantage of rehabilitation services" as "you can't treat people if
they're dead."4
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We urge you, Minister Elliot, not to ignore these stark warnings. Consider the public health
evidence from United States5 6 and British Columbia,7 which have been dealing with the
overdose crisis for a longer period of time than we have been in Ontario. The magnitude of the
threat to the health of the public is demonstrated by the fact that life expectancy in these
jurisdictions is actually declining, instead of increasing as in other high-income jurisdictions.
According to preliminary data, in 2017 opioid poisoning took the lives of at least 3,987
Canadians,8 including 1,261 Ontarians9 and 303 Torontonians.10 Despite the dedication and
efforts of many health professionals, peer workers, and community volunteers, the death toll
continues to rise.11 12
There is overwhelming peer-reviewed research done by experts in public health and public
policy. The evidence supports implementing SIS and OPS as a means to reduce fatal overdoses
as part of a comprehensive response to drug use.13 14 In 2011, the Supreme Court of Canada
ruled unanimously that Canada's first government-sanctioned SIS would continue as a vital
health service: "Insite saves lives. Its benefits have been proven."15 In February 2018, RNAO
released a best practice guideline on Implementing Supervised Injection Services in order to
support excellence in the clinical practice of nurses and others working with people who inject
drugs.16 In fact, Canada's strategies to reduce overdose deaths are being spotlighted as a lesson to
reduce overdose deaths in the United States.17
It is extremely disconcerting that Ontario could be perceived as wavering in its commitment to
evidence-informed health policy. From October 12, 2017 until May 4, 2018, the Ministry
Emergency Operations Centre (MEOC) was activated to respond to the overdose crisis. RNAO
finds it worrying that the MOHLTC moved its status from "activation" due to the overdose
emergency to "routine monitoring and engagement"18 without notice, rationale, or consultation
with stakeholders such as RNAO. The progress that has been made must not be jeopardized.
Ontario must scale up to address the overdose poisoning emergency by implementing a
comprehensive strategy that includes prevention, harm reduction, treatment and rehabilitation
services. RNAO urges the MOHLTC to:


Immediately extend approval and funding for all existing temporary OPS across the
province for an additional six-month period. Action must be immediate as the funding
for Ontario's first sanctioned temporary overdose prevention site in London is due to
expire on August 15, 2018;19



Scale up additional temporary and permanent OPS and SIS based on the epidemiological
data and needs of the community, with adequate funding and support; and



Recall and work in a meaningful way with the Opioid Emergency Task Force.20

2

Preventing deaths from overdoses must be treated with the same rigour and commitment as other
avoidable deaths that are not stigmatized. We all share the responsibility and consequences of
further marginalizing extremely vulnerable groups.
Minister Elliot, your leadership in using public health evidence is critical in saving lives. RNAO
and its members stand ready to work with you to improve health and reduce health inequities.
With warmest regards,

Doris Grinspun, RN, MSN, PhD, LLD(hon),
Dr(hc), O.ONT.
Chief Executive Officer
Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario

CC:

Angela Cooper Brathwaite, RN, MN, PhD
President
Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario

Hon. Doug Ford, Premier of Ontario
Andrea Horwath, Leader of the Official Opposition
John Fraser, Interim Leader of the Ontario Liberal Party
Mike Schreiner, Leader of the Green Party of Ontario
France Gélinas, NDP Health Critic
Helen Angus, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care

References:
1

Canadian Press (2018). Ontario to review safe injection, overdose prevention sites, health minister says. CBC, July
24, 2018. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-safe-injection-sites-limbo-1.4760002
2

CBC (2018). Guelph organization fears more deaths if Ontario review closes overdose prevention sites. July 25,
2018. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/kitchener-waterloo/guelph-organization-fears-more-deaths-if-ontarioreview-closes-overdose-prevention-sites-1.4761301
3

Canadian Press (2018). Fate of Ontario safe injection, overdose prevention sites in limbo. Windsor Star, July 24,
2018. https://windsorstar.com/pmn/news-pmn/canada-news-pmn/fate-of-ontario-safe-injection-overdose-preventionsites-in-limbo/wcm/59722344-a40c-4e9b-bc27-45dc46dabcb6
4

Draaisma, M. (2018). 'Bodies would pile up' if Ontario cuts funding to overdose prevention sites, nurse warns.
CBC, July 25, 2018. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/toronto-reaction-supervised-injection-sites-provincialreview-1.4761388

3

5

Bernstein, L. & Ingraham, C. (2018). Fueled by drug crisis, U.S. life expectancy declines for a second straight
year. Washington Post, December 21, 2017. https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/fueled-bydrug-crisis-us-life-expectancy-declines-for-a-second-straight-year/2017/12/20/2e3f8dea-e596-11e7-ab50621fe0588340_story.html?utm_term=.d753b9982bd0
6

Hedegaard, H., Werner, M., & Minino, A. (2017). Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999-2016. NCHS
Data Brief, no 294, Hyattsville, MD: National Centre for Health Statistics.
https://www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/statedeaths.html
7

Ye, X., Sutherland, J., Henry, B. Tyndall, M., & Kendall, P. (2018). Impact of drug overdose-related deaths on life
expectancy at birth in British Columbia. Health Promotion and Chronic Disease Prevention in Canada. 38 (6).
8

Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses (2018). National report: Apparent opioidrelated deaths in Canada. Ottawa: Public Health Agency of Canada, June 2018.
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/publications/healthy-living/national-report-apparent-opioid-relateddeaths-released-june-2018.html
9

Toronto Public Health (2018). Toronto Overdose Action Plan: Status Report 2018. Report from the Medical
Officer of Health to the Board of Health, June 4, 2018, 2.
https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2018/hl/bgrd/backgroundfile-116008.pdf
10

Toronto Public Health, Toronto Overdose Action Plan: Status Report 2018, 2.

11

Gomes, T., Greaves, S., Martins, D. et al. (2017). Latest Trends in Opioid-Related Deaths in Ontario: 1991 to
2015. Toronto: Ontario Drug Policy Research Network. http://odprn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/ODPRNReport_Latest-trends-in-opioid-related-deaths.pdf
12

Special Advisory Committee on the Epidemic of Opioid Overdoses, National report.

13

Zlotorzynska, M., Wood, E., Montaner, J., & Kerr, D. (2013). Supervised injection sites: Prejudice should not
trump evidence of benefit. Canadian Medical Association Journal. 185(15): 1303-1304.
14

Csete, J., Kamarulzaman, A. et al. (2016). Public health and international drug policy. Lancet. 387(10026): 14291480.
15

Canada (Attorney General) v. PHS Community Services Society, 2011 SCC 44, [2011] 3 S.C.R. 134, 187.
https://scc-csc.lexum.com/scc-csc/scc-csc/en/item/7960/index.do
16

Registered Nurses' Association of Ontario (2018). Implementing Supervised Injection Services. Toronto: Author.
https://rnao.ca/bpg/guidelines/implementing-supervised-injection-services
17

Wood, E. (2018). Strategies for reducing opioid-overdose deaths--lessons from Canada. New England Journal of
Medicine, 378(17): 1565-1567.
18

Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, Ministry Status Indicators, modified July 18, 2018.
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/emb/prov_status.aspx
19

Mackie, C. (2018). Report from the Medical Officer of Health: Temporary Overdose Prevention Site Extension.
Report No. 049-18 to the Middlesex-London Board of Health, July 19, 2018.
https://www.healthunit.com/july-19-2018-boh-agenda
20

Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, Opioid Emergency Task Force Membership List, modified March 28,
2018. http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/opioids/taskforce.aspx

4

