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Challenges of implementing safer supply programs in Canada during the COVID-19
pandemic: A qualitative analysis

Safer Supply programs
prescribe pharmaceutical
grade medications as a
safer alternative to the
toxic, unregulated drug
supply to people who are
at high risk of overdose. 

WHAT IS SAFER SUPPLY?
Based on 45
organizational reports
submitted to Health
Canada from 11
programs. Reporting
from 2020 and 2022,
across BC, Ontario
and New Brunswick.

SCALING
UP 

Pilot programs meaningfully meet the needs of their clients. However,
barriers faced need to be addressed, with knowledge from people who
use drugs to have a chance at successful scale-up.

Clients enrolled
across programs,
with an average of
156 clients per
program. 

Clients have
significantly
improved clinical
health outcomes.
Such as less ED
visits, reduction in
infections and
substance use
related deaths.

OUTER CONTEXTS

INTERVENTION CHARACTERISTICS

IMPLENTATION PROCESS

Programs faced short term funding and limited resources. Clients faced structural inequities
to  other services, such as housing. Public perception posed challenges for service providers
and clients alike. 

Medications and dosages available don’t meet clients needs. Lack of smokable medications
also impacted clients transitioning from injecting to inhalation.

4 MAJOR CHALLENGES PROGRAMS FACED:

Physical distancing resulted in challenges providing wrap around supports like case
management, mental health supports, housing and employment services. Safer Supply
models are still very medicalized and insufficently client centred. 

Lack of physical space resulted in programs needed to meet clients in percarious places such
as tent cities. Staff shortages and turnover, given the challenging nature of the work was a
barrier for program success. 

PROGRAM DEMOGRAPHICS
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