IMPROVE ACCESS TO NALOXONE IN
FEDERAL PRISONS
There is an opioid overdose crisis in Canada. In 2017, a record 3,987 people in Canada died of apparent opioid
overdoses, an increase of nearly 34% from 2,978 in 2016. 1 As in the community as a whole, an increasing number of
prisoners are overdosing — sometimes fatally — behind bars. 2
Naloxone can temporarily reverse an opioid overdose and is an exceedingly safe medication. Moreover, a growing body
of evidence supports widespread access to naloxone as a means of reducing the toll of the opioid crisis, 3 leading Health
Canada to reclassify its status in March 2016 and make it available without a prescription. 4 As a result, a number of
provinces and territories, including B.C., Alberta, Ontario, Quebec, Nova Scotia, Northwest Territories and Yukon, offer
free, unrestricted access to naloxone through first line responders, health centres and pharmacies. 5
While we applaud these positive steps in the community, prisoners do not receive the same standard of care. Naloxone
is only accessible to prison health care staff. 6 Prisoners are not permitted to have naloxone kits in their cells, where they
could use them in the event their cellmates suffer an opioid overdose. As Health Canada itself has noted, “Naloxone is a
safe drug and administering naloxone to a person that is unconscious because of a non-opioid overdose is unlikely to
create more harm.” 7 Some federal prisoners (i.e., those who are already taking opioid substitution therapy or are known
to Correctional Service Canada to have a history of opioid use or overdosing) are given take-home naloxone kits only
when they are released back into the community. 8
Correctional health care staff will not always be immediately available in overdose situations, yet a timely response to an
opioid overdose can mean the difference between life and death. Training all prisoners on naloxone administration and
ensuring all prisoners have direct access to naloxone kits (including nasal naloxone sprays) in their cells will save lives.
It is also an ethical and legal obligation under human rights legislation, including the Canadian Charter on Rights and
Freedoms and the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners (the Mandela Rules), which
entitles prisoners to enjoy the same standards of health care that are available in the community. 9 Incarceration should
not be a death sentence for people who use drugs.
About the Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network
The Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network (www.aidslaw.ca) promotes the human rights of people living with and vulnerable to HIV/AIDS, in Canada
and internationally, through research and analysis, advocacy and litigation, public education and community mobilization. The Legal Network is
Canada’s leading advocacy organization working on the legal and human rights issues raised by HIV/AIDS.
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