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Overdose Prevention Ottawa Summary Report 
 
In 2017, Overdose Prevention Ottawa (OPO) opened Ottawa’s first safer consumption space. 
This report provides a brief overview of our service delivery, impact, and the ongoing harm 
reduction needs in Ottawa.  
 
OPO is comprised of 12 community members and service providers who took action to respond 
to the ongoing overdose emergency facing Ottawa. The overdose emergency is a health 
emergency that requires direct action and rapid increase in access to harm reduction. Inspired 
by the overdose prevention sites that opened throughout British Columbia in 2016 and in 
Toronto in August 2017, we took action to deliver a life saving service when the City of Ottawa 
and local harm reduction agencies failed to provide access to services to prevent the 
unnecessary death of people who use drugs. Throughout our service delivery and beyond, OPO 
has advocated for the life and dignity of people who use and sell drugs who face criminalization, 
violence, stigma, and are denied access to life saving services everyday.  
 
OPO acknowledges that we operate on unceded and unsurrendered Algonquin territory. We 
also acknowledge that the people who are most impacted by the ongoing overdose emergency 
are people who are marginalized by deep poverty, racism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia 
and ongoing colonization. The overdose emergency is the product of the criminalization of drugs 
and people who use them. 
 
Service Delivery 
OPO operated an overdose prevention site on a small patch of grass located at 307 St. Patrick 
St from 6-9pm for 77 days in the summer and fall of 2017. Our service was comprised of the 
Gallery, a tent with up to 8 injections spaces, Tokyo, a tent with up to 20 spaces for inhalation 
and hanging out, and the Greeter Tent, where guests could pick up snacks, water and juice, 
clothing, new drug using equipment, and naloxone. Our service was delivered by over 200 
volunteers, with 8-10 volunteers working each shift. While on shift, volunteers would greet 
guests as they arrive, observe consumptions, prevent overdoses and fatalities, engage the 
nearby impoverished community of people who use drugs through outreach, engage supportive 
community members and mitigate antagonistic community members, ensure the safety of all 
guests and volunteers attending the service, and provide an inclusive space, rooted in anti-
oppression allyship for all members of our community.  
 
OPO’s Service Timeline 
August 24 - OPO announces we will open an overdose prevention site the next day 
August 25 - local politicians, Chief of Police, and media invited to view overdose prevention site 
before service opens; opening day of service delivery 
September 8 - antagonistic community members attempt to protest OPO, very few attendees 
present; over 60 people attend OPO’s celebration of two weeks of operations 
September 18 - OPO presents to Ottawa’s Board of Health 
September 26 - OPH opens an interim SIS  
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September 29 - City of Ottawa management meet with OPO and threaten to close service; 
Councillor Mathieu Fleury cancels meeting with OPO members; Ottawa’s SIS working group 
established with OPH, several harm reduction agencies and OPO 
October 5 - antagonistic community member spreads manure on the overdose prevention site  
before OPO set up 
October 15 - forced to close due to weather 
October 29 - forced to close due to weather 
October 30 - forced to close due to weather 
November 4 -  provincial EMAT team offers emergency support to OPO and City of Ottawa 
refuses the offers 
November 7 - Ottawa Inner City Health opens SIS  
November 9 - last day of service delivery due to impending cold weather  
 
OPO’s Impact 
Throughout our service delivery, we gathered feedback from our guests and supportive 
community members. We share some of their feedback hear to demonstrate how OPO was 
able to bring the community together while saving lives and why we needed to take action. 
People who use drugs have been excluded from health and social services in Ottawa for much 
too long.  
 

“I don’t understand why are you doing this for us, I thought no one cared about us.” 
 

“Staff, we love you! Very caring, beautiful people! Thanks for understanding us, it matters.” 
 

“Thank you OPO for saving lives and caring about the community.” 
 

“Thank you OPO for giving a community a voice.” 
 

“People keep forgetting that we smoked long before people injected. Ottawa has always 
abandoned us, we’re used to it.” 

 
“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 Statistics - Total Encounters, Perceived Gender, and Method of Consumption 
In over two months, OPO’s service had 3676 encounters, reversed five overdoses with 
naloxone, and prevented hundreds more through various interventions, including enhanced 
monitoring, providing a safe space for people to consume drugs, to be able to take their time, 
and experience connection and belonging within the community. During our operations we kept 
statistics on the number of encounters each night, perceived gender of guests, and method of 
consumption. On days when we were forced to close our service due to weather, we did not 
capture the perceived gender or method of consumption of guests.  
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In our first few days of operation, women comprised the majority of guests attending our service, 
however, overall men attended the service much more often than women. On average, we had 
two encounters with men for every encounter with women.  
 
Method of consumption was not captured in our first few days of operation, however we always 
provided a space for people to consume in the method of their choosing. Overall, we observe 
more consumptions through inhalation than injection, and noted a significant portion of guests 
who consume through both inhalation and injection. On average, we observed almost two times 
as many consumptions through inhalation than injection.  
 
See here for statistics on OPO’s total number of encounters, and the breakdown of encounters 
by perceived gender and method of consumption. To note - our essential service was forced to 
close on three days in October due to weather, including torrential rain and high winds that 
impacted our ability to effective respond to an overdose.  
 
Current State of Harm Reduction and Access to Supervised Consumption Services 
When OPO began operating, there were not any supervised consumption services in the City of 
Ottawa. There are now 3 supervised injection services and one overdose prevention site 
currently in operation. These four services, however, are solely for consumption through 
injection and there continues to be a lack of access to safer inhalation spaces. For a discussion 
on the impacts of this barrier to service, read OPO’s statement on the need for safer inhalation 
spaces, available here. 
 
While the availability of supervised injection services through four harm reduction agencies in 
Ottawa demonstrates some shifts in the harm reduction landscape of the city, much still remains 
the same. Ongoing prohibition means that people who use and sell drugs face criminalization, 
violence, and stigma everyday. As per past practices, they are denied access to health and 
social services regularly due to their drug consumption. In order to address the harms of 
prohibition, and the ongoing overdose emergency, we call on all harm reduction agencies, and 
levels of government to work towards ending prohibition. 
 
 

https://overdosepreventionottawa.files.wordpress.com/2018/05/opo-stats-final-1.pdf
https://overdosepreventionottawa.files.wordpress.com/2018/02/opo-statement-on-need-for-safer-inhalation.pdf

