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Hon. Sylvia Jones July 18, 2024
Minister of Health

College Park 5th Flr, 777 Bay St

Toronto, ON M7A 2J3

Dear Minister Jones,

Re: alPHa Resolution A24-07 - Creating a Provincial Strategy for Indigenous Opioid
Epidemic Supports & Funding

On behalf of the Association of Local Public Health Agencies (alPHa) and its Council of
Ontario Medical Officers of Health Section, Boards of Health Section and Affiliate
Organizations, | am writing to introduce the above-named resolution, that was passed by
our membership at our 2024 Annual General Meeting.

The burden of harm associated with substance use among Indigenous peoples is
measurably higher than in the non-Indigenous population, and this is especially true in the
context of the ongoing opioid toxicity crisis that is has left few parts of the province
untouched. This resolution builds upon our earlier calls for a provincial opioid strategy
(Resolution A22-4) and an approach to Indigenous harm reduction (Resolution A22-5),
which are also attached, by addressing the impacts of opioids on Indigenous communities
specifically.

With this resolution, we are calling on the Ontario and Canadian Governments to invest
and provide adequate and immediate funding, resources, and supports to positively
impact the ability of Indigenous communities to care for their populations and provide
appropriate substance use supports, programs, and community-based solutions to the
opioid epidemic as it affects them.

We invite you to examine the additional details and rationale that are included in the
attached resolution, and we would welcome an opportunity to meet with you and your
staff to discuss them further. To schedule a meeting, please have your staff contact
Loretta Ryan, Chief Executive Officer, alPHa, at loretta@alphaweb.org or 416-595-0006
ext. 222.

Sincerely,

(7{’5/4

Trudy Sachowski,
Chair, alPHa

Copy: Hon. Patty Hajdu, Minister of Indigenous Services (Canada)
Hon. Greg Rickford, Minister of Indigenous Affairs and First Nations Economic
Reconciliation
Dr. Kieran Moore, Chief Medical Officer of Health, Ontario
Elizabeth Walker, Executive Lead, Office of the Chief Medical Officer of Health
Encl.

Providing Leadership in Public Health Management


https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/9DD68D5D-CEFD-443B-B2B5-E76AE0CC6FCB/A22-4_Drug_Poisoning_Crisis.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/9DD68D5D-CEFD-443B-B2B5-E76AE0CC6FCB/A22-5_Indigenous_Harm_Reduction.pdf
mailto:loretta@alphaweb.org

The Association of Local Public Health Agencies (alPHa) is a not-for-profit organization that provides
leadership to Ontario’s boards of health. alPHa represents all of Ontario’s 34 boards of health,
medical officers and associate medical officers of health, and senior public health managers in each
of the public health disciplines — nursing, inspections, nutrition, dentistry, health promotion,
epidemiology, and business administration. As public health leaders, alPHa advises and lends
expertise to members on the governance, administration, and management of health units. The
Association also collaborates with governments and other health organizations, advocating for a
strong, effective, and efficient public health system in the province. Through policy analysis,
discussion, collaboration, and advocacy, alPHa’s members and staff act to promote public health
policies that form a strong foundation for the improvement of health promotion and protection,
disease prevention and surveillance services in all of Ontario’s communities.
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alPHa Resolution A24-07
TITLE: Creating a Provincial Strategy for Indigenous Opioid Epidemic Supports & Funding

SPONSOR: Grey Bruce Public Health, Board of Health

PREAMBLE: The opioid crisis continues to have profound effects on all Ontarians and Canadians and has
reached critical mass in many Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities. It has become apparent that
Indigenous communities have been disproportionately impacted by a lack of provincial funding for mental
health and addiction support, and, compounded with healthcare systems at the local level being
understaffed and overwhelmed, have little capacity or resources to support in meaningful and beneficial
ways. Addiction and mental health go hand in hand, with addiction problems often veiling concealed
issues of past trauma. Indigenous communities in Ontario and Canada must be provided with the
appropriate funding and resources needed to create impactful, positive change for present and future
generations.

WHEREAS the lack of mental health and addictions funding awarded to Indigenous communities by
different levels of government to aid in the opioid crisis, compounded by chronic
homelessness and poverty, has resulted in a substantial and disproportionately negative
impact on Indigenous people; and

WHEREAS the direct and indirect impacts of the opioid crisis are often unnoticed, dismissed, or
misdiagnosed by healthcare system staff when it comes to mis-categorizing mental health
struggles as unimpacted by addiction; and

WHEREAS Indigenous communities in Grey and Bruce counties alone have lost tens of people in the
previous 5 years within an isolated population of only 750 people, meaning the opioid
crisis has had a profound impact given the lack of resources and funding available to the
Indigenous communities’ programs; and

WHEREAS the provincial and federal governments have not provided the appropriate funding,
resources, and supports to Indigenous communities.

NOW THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Association of Local Public Health Agencies support the
petitioning of both the provincial and federal governments to invest and provide adequate and
immediate funding, resources, and supports to positively impact the ability of Indigenous communities
to care for their populations and provide appropriate substance use supports, programs, and
community-based solutions.

CARRIED
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alPHa RESOLUTION A22-4

Priorities for Provincial Action on the Drug/Opioid Poisoning Crisis in Ontario

Council of Ontario Medical Officers of Health (COMOH)

the ongoing drug/opioid poisoning crisis has affected every part of Ontario, with the
COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbating the issue, leading to a 73% increase in deaths
from opioid-related toxicity from 2,870 deaths experienced in the 22 months prior to the
pandemic (May 2018 to February 2020) to 4,951 deaths in the 22 months of available
data since then (March 2020 to December 2021); and

the burden of disease is particularly substantial given the majority of deaths that occurred
prior to the pandemic and the increase during the pandemic have been in young adults,
in particular those aged 25-44, and the extent of the resulting trauma for families, front
line responders, and communities as a whole cannot be overstated; and

the membership previously carried resolution A19-3, asking the federal government to
decriminalize the possession of all drugs for personal use based on broad and inclusive
consultation, as well as supporting robust prevention, harm reduction and treatment
services; and

the membership previously carried resolution A21-2, calling on all organizations and
governmental actors to respond to the opioid crisis with the same intensity as they did
for the COVID-19 pandemic; and

the Association of Local Public Health Agencies (alPHa) has identified that responding to
the opioid crisis is a priority area for local public health recovery in their Public Health
Resilience in Ontario publication (Executive Summary and Report); and

recognizing that any responses to this crisis must meaningfully involve and be centred-
around people who use drugs (PWUDs), inclusive of all backgrounds, and must be
founded not only on evidence- and trauma-informed practices but also equity, cultural
safety, anti-racism as well as anti-oppression; and

COMOH’s Drug / Opioid Poisoning Crisis Working Group has recently identified nine
provincial priorities for a robust, multi-sector response that is necessary in response to
this crisis (see Appendix A); and

local public health agencies are well positioned, with additional resourcing, to play an
enhanced role in local planning, implementation and coordination of the following
priority areas: harm reduction, substance use prevention and mental health promotion,
analysis, monitoring and reporting of epidemiological data on opioid and other substance-


https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/A91B962A-D10D-4264-9A46-AA6FB806E3C6/A19-3_Drug_Policy.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/87304DEA-7E24-441E-9FAA-88F65E9E8810/A21-2_Opioid_Crisis_Response.pdf
https://www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/822EC60D-0D03-413E-B590-AFE1AA8620A9/alPHa_PH_Resilience_Report_Exec_Sum_Jan2022.pdf
https://www.alphaweb.org/resource/collection/822EC60D-0D03-413E-B590-AFE1AA8620A9/alPHa_PH_Resilience_Report_Final_Jan2022.pdf

related harms, health equity and anti-stigma initiatives, efforts towards healthy public
policy related to substance use including but not limited to decriminalization, and
providing and mobilizing community leadership; and

WHEREAS this work of local public health agencies aligns with the Substance Use and Harm
Reduction Guideline (2018) and the Health Equity Guideline (2018) under the Ontario
Public Health Standards;

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that alPHa endorse the nine priorities for a provincial multi-sector response;

AND FURTHER that the noted provincial priorities and areas of contribution by local public health agencies
be communicated to the Premier, Minister of Health, Associate Minister of Mental Health & Addictions,
Attorney General, Minister of Municipal Affairs & Housing, Minister of Children, Community & Social
Services, Chief Medical Officer of Health, Chief Executive Officer (CEO) of Ontario Health and CEO of Public
Health Ontario;

AND FURTHER that alPHa urge the above mentioned parties to collaborate on an effective, well-
resourced and comprehensive multi-sectoral approach, which meaningfully involves and is centred-
around PWUDs from of all backgrounds, and is based on the nine identified provincial priorities.

AND FURTHER that alPHa recommend the provincial government consider the potential role and
appropriate timing of declaring the drug poisoning crisis in Ontario as an emergency under the

Emergency Management and Civil Protection act (R.S.0. 1990).

CARRIED AS AMENDED



Appendix A — Priorities for a Provincial Multi-Sector Response

The following was developed by the Drug / Opioid Poisoning Crisis Working Group of COMOH, and shared
with the COMOH membership for review at its general meeting on April 27%", 2022:

1. Create a multi-sectoral task force, including people with lived experience of drug use, to guide the
development of a robust, integrated provincial drug poisoning crisis response plan. The plan should
ensure necessary resourcing, health and social system coordination, policy change, and public
reporting on drug-related harms and the progress of the response. An integrated approach is
essential, to address the overlap between the use of various substances, to integrate aspects of the
response such as treatment and harm reduction, and to ensure a common vision for addressing
health inequities and preventive opportunities.

2. Expand access to harm reduction programs and practices (e.g. Consumption and Treatment Service
(CTS) sites, Urgent Public Health Needs Sites (UPHNS), drug checking, addressing inhalation methods
as a key route of use and poisonings, and exploring the scale up of safer opioid supply access).

3. Enhance and ensure sustainability of support for substance use prevention and mental health
promotion initiatives, with a focus from early childhood through to adolescence.

4. Expand the collection, analysis and reporting of timely integrated epidemiological data initiatives, to
guide resource allocation, frontline programs and services, and inform healthy public policy.

5. Expand access to treatment for opioid use disorder, including opioid agonist therapy in a range of
settings (e.g., mobile outreach, primary care, emergency departments) and a variety of medication
options (including injectable). To support the overall health of PWUDs, also connect with and expand
access to care for other substances, for mental illness and trauma as key risk factors for drug use, and
for comprehensive medical care for PWUDs.

6. Address the structural stigma, discrimination and related harms that create systemic barriers for
PWUDs, through re-orienting systems for public health, first responders, health care, and social
services, to address service provider and policy-level stigma, normalize services for drug use, and
better meet the needs of PWUDs. Also, support community and community leadership conversations
to address drug use stigma and its societal consequences.

7. Advocate to and support the Federal government to decriminalize personal use and possession of
substances, paired with increased investments in health and social services and a focus on health
equity at all levels. These efforts aim to address the significant health and social harms of approaches
that criminalize PWUDs, including Black, Indigenous and other racialized communities.

8. Acknowledge and address socioeconomic determinants of health, systemic racism, and their
intersections that are risk factors for substance use and substance use disorders, and pose barriers to
accessing supports. This includes a need for more affordable and supportive housing for PWUDs, and
efforts to further address poverty and unemployment/precarious employment.

9. Provide funding and other supports to enable consistent community leadership by PWUDs and by
community organizations, including engagement with local drug strategies. People who bring their
lived experience should be paid for their knowledge contribution and participation at community
tables.
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alPHa RESOLUTION A22-5

Indigenous Harm Reduction: A Wellness Journey
Haliburton Kawartha Pine Ridge District Health Unit

The burden of harm associated with substance use among Indigenous peoples is far
reaching. From 2009 to 2019 there has been a 480% increase in hospital visits related to
opioid poisoning for First Nation peoples compared to 164% for non- First Nation
peoples. The rate of hospital visits for opioid-related poisoning among First Nation
peoples totaled 45.1 per 10,000. First Nation peoples living outside of First Nations
communities experienced the highest rate of hospital visits for opioid-related poisoning
at 57.5 per 10,000 people. The rate of hospital visits for opioid-related poisoning among
First Nation peoples living within First Nations communities was 19.6 per 10,000 people,
and the rate among non-First Nation peoples was 6.0 hospital visits per 10,000 people.
There is a gap in readily available Ontario surveillance data specific to alcohol,
prescription drug, and other substance misuse in addition to data specific to registered
and non-registered status First Nation peoples, Inuit and Metis.

The increased burden of harm associated with substance use among Indigenous peoples
can be directly attributed to historical and ongoing colonial violence perpetrated against
Indigenous peoples. It is deeply rooted in colonization, disenfranchisement, the Indian
residential school system, the 60’s scoop, intergenerational trauma, forced removal from
land, and oppression. The health system has been a key tool utilized in the violence
against Indigenous peoples, resulting in mistrust in the health system by Indigenous
populations. As a result, public health units must adapt and decolonize their approaches
when working with Indigenous populations and work alongside communities to develop
culturally-based and trauma-informed Indigenous harm reduction strategies.

In 2017 alPHa passed a resolution on the Truth and Reconciliation: Calls to Action. The
resolution requested alPHa to modify and reorient public health intervention to be
culturally safe for Indigenous peoples, and to advocate to ensure that Ontario's
Indigenous peoples have more equitable access to the social determinants of health as
well as access to culturally safe health care and Aboriginal healing practices. Harm
Reduction is a public health priority written in the Ontario Public Health Standards and
Guidelines.

Inequities of culturally based Indigenous harm reduction, prevention, and treatment exist
for Indigenous peoples in Ontario. There is a lack of integrated land-based harm
reduction service provision, lack of Indigenous specific safe consumption services, and
lack of public awareness and education on Indigenous harm reduction. There are barriers
and limited access to local Treatment and Healing Centres across Ontario.

Indigenous Harm reduction policies, programs, and practices must be grounded in local
Indigenous knowledges, traditions, teachings, ceremonies, land, and languages which are
unique to each community. Evidence suggests that culturally based harm reduction
interventions for Indigenous peoples, including access to local Treatment and Healing
Centres, are beneficial to help improve functioning in all areas of wellness.
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THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED that the Association of Local Public Health Agencies recognize the critical
importance of working with Indigenous communities to better understand Indigenous harm reduction

and adopt policies, practices and programs for harm reduction that are culturally safe and rooted in
community-knowledge and needs.

AND FURTHER that the Association of Local Public Health Agencies advocate with Indigenous partners to
the Minister of Health and other appropriate government bodies for additional funding to support
Indigenous harm reduction including additional Indigenous Treatment and Healing Centres.

CARRIED AS AMENDED
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alPHa Resolution A22-5 - Backgrounder
Submitted by: Haliburton, Kawartha, Pine Ridge District Health Unit

Backgrounder — Indigenous Harm Reduction: A Wellness Journey

Substance use within Indigenous populations is rooted in colonization, disenfranchisement, the Indian
residential school system, the 60’s scoop, intergenerational trauma, forced removal from land, and
oppression. In 2016, the government of Ontario adopted the Truth and Reconciliation: Calls to action?.
Call to Action # 19 and #20 speak to the recognition of the right to optimum health regardless of
residence, and #21 calls to provide funding for sustainable Healing Centres. In 2017, the Association of
Local Public Health Agencies (alPHa) adopted the Truth and Reconciliation recommendations and
committed to assisting member boards of health to modify and reorient public health interventions to be
culturally safe for Indigenous peoples, and to advocate to ensure that Ontario's Indigenous peoples have
more equitable access to the social determinants of health as well as access to culturally safe health care
and Aboriginal healing practices?.

The burden of harm associated with substance use among Indigenous peoples is far reaching. From 2009
to 2019 there has been a 480% increase in hospital visits related to opioid poisoning for First Nation
peoples compared to 164% for non- First Nation peoples®. In 2019, the rate of hospital visits for opioid-
related poisoning among First Nation peoples totaled 45.1 per 10,000. First Nation peoples living outside
of First Nations communities experienced the highest rate of hospital visits for opioid-related poisoning at
57.5 per 10,000 people. The rate of hospital visits for opioid-related poisoning among First Nation
peoples living within First Nations communities was 19.6 per 10,000 people, and the rate among non-
First Nation peoples was 6.0 hospital visits per 10,000 people®. While opioid poisoning data is readily
available, there is a need to establish epidemiological surveillance to address other substances such as
cannabis, prescription drugs, and alcohol use also impacting the health of Indigenous peoples. Additional
data is needed to understand substance use trends among registered and non-registered status First
Nation peoples, Inuit, and Metis.

Harm Reduction is a public health priority within the Ontario Public Health Standards and Guidelines*. A
public health response to the current epidemic of opioid poisonings has been highlighted as a priority as
communities work to recover from the COVID-19 pandemic. alPHa Resolution A21-2° called on public
health to lead and coordinate the response to address the opioid crisis, capitalizing on the momentum of
managing the COVID-19 emergency.

In Public Health, harm reduction refers to policies, programmes and practices that aim primarily to
reduce the adverse health, social and economic consequences of the use of legal and illegal psychoactive
drugs without necessarily reducing substance consumption. Harm reduction interventions respect the
rights of individuals to use such substances, increase awareness regarding lower risk use, and address risk
and protective factors related to harms®.

Emerging substance use trends articulate the need to adopt policy solutions based on evidence-informed
harm reduction and treatment practices, eliminating structural stigma, investing in prevention, and
declaring the opioid poisoning crisis an emergency’. The policy approach is grounded in public health
principles.

Indigenous harm reduction policies, programs, and practices must be grounded in local Indigenous
knowledges, traditions, teachings, ceremonies, land, and languages which are unique to each
community®. To this end, it is important that public health units not re-inscribe colonial systems but work
with Indigenous communities to understand what harm reduction means for them and establish
approaches that are specific to community needs. Indigenous harm reduction is reducing the harms of
colonization and colonialism®. Evidence supports utilizing land-based service delivery models®, Wellness
Circles®, and Feather Carriers Wise Practices!! that involve a wellness journey connected to ceremony,
land, water, spirit, community, and family. Healing spaces that offer a wholistic approach with a
Traditional Indigenous Healer/Elder/Knowledge Keeper who conducts lands-based teachings, sweat lodge
ceremony, traditional healing ceremony, and other culturally appropriate ceremonies and teachings are
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key to some Indigenous harm reduction programs'?3, In addition, for some communities the use of safe
consumption sites supports prevention of overdose and death.

In 2022, Ontario announced the Addictions Recovery fund focused on building quality client centred
mental health and addiction system services*. Funding was allocated to Northern Rural communities and
Indigenous Treatment and Healing Centres were established®. Despite increased investment, there are
still gaps in access to Treatment and Healing Centres (e.g. Southeastern Ontario) as well as to the broader
array of culturally safe harm reduction policies, practices and programs. Barriers such as long waitlists,
unclear approval criteria, costs of transportation, and application barriers remain to access current
Treatment and Healing Centres.

In addition, there is a lack of awareness and understanding of Indigenous approaches to harm reduction
throughout public health in Ontario. By further establishing robust surveillance of substance use harms,
adopting Indigenous harm reduction strategies for health promotion, utilizing culturally based education
and awareness resources, and working to advocate for equitable access to ‘safe consumption sites’ and
Treatment and Healing Centres, alPHa will support boards of health in working towards the Truth and
Reconciliation Calls to Action.





