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“We don’t have a space to go:” Neglect of Safer Inhalation Services in Ottawa 
 
On January 11, 2018, Ontario’s Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care (MHLTC) 
released its guide for the  operation  of  an  overdose  prevention  site (OPS)  and  
began  accepting  applications.i  This  guide  and  application  system is a slow  
response  to  the  political  pressure  Toronto  Overdose  Prevention  Society (TOPS) 
and Overdose Prevention Ottawa (OPO) have placed upon the provincial 
government since August 2017 when they opened OPS’ in their  respective cities 
without  governmental  or  institutional  support.  We  took  action in the face  of  an  
overdose  emergency  that  was  being  exasperated  by government inaction. Unlike 
the BC Government, which declared a public health emergencyii and began funding 
OPS across the province,iii the Ontario Government waited for the federal 
government to provide a blank exemption of OPS before it took action. 

 
The guidelines for OPS provide allowances for peer-to-peer assisted injection, 
consumption through injecting, swallowing and snorting, and the MHLTC offers 
some funding for the operations. OPO notes these aspects of the OPS guidelines as a 
positive step towards addressing the overdose emergency.  The guidelines, 
however, are concerning with its explicit refusal to allow inhalation services at OPS. 

 

Source: MHLTC 2018, page 2 
 
It is essential that harm reduction services are accessible for people who use drugs, 
regardless of what drugs they use or how they consume them. An OPS can only be 
effective as a form of overdose first aid if it is desirable and accessible to people who 
face preventable death, including people who consume through inhalation. OPO 
recognizes that effective harm reduction includes supervision and intervention, but 
also advocacy, engagement, and overall reduction of stigmatized practices. We 
therefore provided a safe space for folks who smoke alongside our safer injection 
service. 

 
During the 74 days between August 25 and November 9 that OPO provided safer 
consumption services, we supervised 3667 visits.iv 
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Graph 1: 

 
As demonstrated in Graph 2, 2616 of these visits were in our inhalation tent, and 
986 visits were in our injection tent. These numbers clearly demonstrate the huge 
need for inhalation spaces in Ottawa.v 

 
Graph 2: 
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In Ottawa, there have been incidences of overdose in relation to inhalation of both 
uppers and down. People who use any type of drug were able to stay safer at OPO, as 
guests were able to stay onsite for as long as we were open. By being able to take 
their time onsite, their use could be spread out, which is an overdose prevention 
measure. It also provided a space safe from interpersonal and police violence, and 
warm shelter from freezing weather. Offering an inhalation area discouraged stigma 
and increased trust. For the first time, guests felt that they were having their needs 
met by a service. This trust-building engagement meant that referrals to essential 
support services such as detox and housing supports could be provided. 

 
While our observations align with the findings of inhalation space research,vi 

ultimately, our guests’ testimonies provide the crux for why they need continued 
access to inhalation services: 

 
“Put up a tent somewhere and we will go…I’m not picky, I just want somewhere that 
is safe. I loved that OPO provided a smoking area. It was fun and comfortable. Now, 

we don’t have a space to go.” 
- OPO inhalation tent guest 

 
Since OPO closed its service, no safer inhalation space in Ottawa has opened, and no 
spaces are currently being planned.vii Supervised inhalation sites have been 
approved by Health Canada.viii This service is therefore a possibility for Ontario as 
well. Supervised inhalation is a desperately needed service in Ottawa, as evidenced 
by the numbers and guest testimony from the only supervised inhalation services 
ever offered here by OPO last year. 

 
 
 

i Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. 2018. Overdose Prevention Sites: User Guide 
for Applicants. Accessible at: 
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/news/bulletin/2018/docs/hb_20180111_ops_use 
r_guide.pdf 
ii https://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/british-columbia/overdoses-prompt- 
bc-to-declare-public-health-emergency/article29631552/ 
iii https://globalnews.ca/news/3115568/overdose-prevention-sites-opening-up-in- 
b-c/ 
iv Note we were closed 3 days during this time period due to weather. 
v See OPO’s full stats in the Appendix 
vi http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0955395915000183 
vii OPH submitted a proposal for the Board of Health to review at its next meeting on 
February 5, 2018 for supervised consumption services that does not include 
inhalation. See end of page 5: 
http://app05.ottawa.ca/sirepub/cache/2/sul33zz4sfeafud2xwhssn22/502055013
12018115834938.PDF. 
viii http://lethbridgeherald.com/news/lethbridge-
news/2017/11/16/consumption- site-clean-safe-space-sacpa-told/ 
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Appendix 
 

 

STATS | OVERDOSE PREVENTION OTTAWA 

OVERDOSE PREVENTION SITE 

RAPHAEL-BRUNET PARK 

August 25-November 9, 2017 
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Total number of visits 

Total: 3667 

Average visits per night: 50 
Day 52, 66, 67 do not appear in graph due to forced closure (weather) 
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Total number of visits 

Total: 3667 

Perceived Gender – Female: 1237 

Perceived Gender – Male: 2430 
Day 52, 66, 67 do not appear in graph due to forced closure (weather) 
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Total number of visits 

Total: 3667 

Perceived Gender – Female: 1237 

Perceived Gender – Male: 2430 
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Total number of visits 

Total: 3667 

Inhalation: 2616 

Injection: 986 
Day 52, 66, 67 do not appear in graph due to forced closure (weather) 

Breakdown not recorded from day 1 to day 4 
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Total number of visits 

Total: 3667 

Inhalation: 2616 

Injection: 986 
 
 


