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Background 
More Canadians - teenagers, young adults, as well as older adults - are dying or are having to be hospitalized 
due to opioid toxicity, overdose of street drugs or prescription drugs than from any other problem. Fischer et al. 
(CMAJ, 2016) state in the Canadian Medical Association Journal that use of prescription opioids to treat pain has 
increased over the past two decades, leading to a public health crisis. Substance abuse disproportionately 
impacts the vulnerable, those with mental health issues, the indigenous, and those living in stressful 
circumstances. The Canadian Public Health Association (CPHA, 2016) notes that the public health opioid crisis 
in Canada from both prescription and street drugs continues to be exacerbated by the influx of newer, more 
powerful synthetic opioids. CPHA advocates supporting research into the causes and determinants of 
problematic substance use, and recommends increased access to Naloxone, to the extent of making it available 
as an over-the-counter product for those in need. The Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA, 2018) 
supports a public health management approach to tackling the problem of opioid addiction by treating it as a 
health care issue, with support and treatment for those facing opioid addiction, rather than as a criminal offence. 
The CMHA advocates decriminalizing personal drug use and focusing on harm reduction and treatment, along 
with easier access to harm reduction and detoxification treatments. 

RESOLVED, That the Canadian Federation of University Women urge the federal, provincial, territorial and 
municipal governments to work together to address Canada’s opioid crisis, as outlined in the Government of 
Canada December 16, 2020 document, Federal Actions on Opioids to Date, by: 1. increasing the number of safe 
injection and overdose treatment sites and providing improved access; 2. expanding public awareness of (a) 
addiction to prescription and street drugs, and (b) protection under the 2017 Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act 
amending the Controlled Drugs and Substances Act 3. increasing awareness about the stigma of addiction and 
the resulting reluctance to seek help; 4. updating current prescription and treatment guidelines for pain 
management and/or opioid addiction; 5. improving access to harm reduction treatments, such as: (a) easier 
access to Naloxone for emergency use, and (b) Suboxone, and other detoxification treatment alternatives; 6. 
supporting and enhancing efforts to restrict the influx of illegal opioids and the tainted drug supply;  
RESOLVED, That the Canadian Federation of University Women urge the federal, provincial, territorial and 
municipal governments to work together in order to address Canada’s opioid crisis by moving the focus of the 
opioid crisis from corrections to health care through, but not limited to the following: 1. working with multi-
discipline stakeholders and professional health and security organizations to implement alternatives to criminal 
justice approaches, including evidence-based decriminalization of drugs for personal use; 2. working with 
stakeholders, including health practitioners and counsellors, on best practices in pain management and/or opioid 
addiction;          3. increasing support and psychosocial services for vulnerable people by increasing the number 
of trained professionals available to address the opioid crisis; 4. increasing and improving training of first 
responders, counsellors and public security personnel to better recognize and address addiction, and the 
associated stigma, by integrating such training into the core curriculum at post-secondary institutions and 
ongoing professional development; 5. establishing a cross-Canada electronic prescription drug registry 

Quick Facts 

• Data from the Government of Canada (2020) show that in the last four and a half years, there have been 
over 17,000 opioid-related deaths, and almost 22,000 hospitalizations due to opioid-related poisoning. 

• The Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction (CCSA, July 2020) noted over 15,000 opioid 
related deaths from 2016–2019. 

o Two-thirds of the deaths were attributed to 20- to 49-year-olds and three-quarters of those were 
males. 

• The CCSA states that data show 11.8% of the population used opioid pain relievers in 2017 (July 2020) 

• The Canadian Mental Health Association policy report (CMHA, 2018) states that Canada is the second 
highest per capita consumer of opioids in the world and is facing “an unprecedented public health crisis”. 

• BC experiences the highest per capita use and harm from opioid use; its capacity- building experience 
provides a basis for other provinces and territories to update or establish guidelines in this area. 
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 Take Action & Implementation of Policy 
• CFUW members could write letters to, discuss advances and actions 

proposed and being taken by various government departments, and 
dialogue with: 

1. elected representatives at all levels of government to increase the 

number of safe injection sites and to improve access to those sites; 

2. the provincial and municipal governments, and post-secondary 

institutions, urging them to integrate training into the core curriculum 

and the professional development of health care and public security 

personnel, to better recognize and address addiction and stigma, 

including better identification of vulnerable populations and persons 

with mental health issues, and to remain abreast of the latest 

research in pain management techniques; 

3. the provincial health authorities to:   

(a) improve access to Naloxone and opioid substitutes, and  
(b) establish a cohesive cross-Canada electronic prescription drug 
registry. 

• CFUW could prepare a presentation for educating members on the opioid 
crisis, and Clubs should include the opioid crisis as part of their monthly 
speaker programme. 

 

• Write a letter as a club to both local MP and MPP urging them to work to 
address Canada’s opioid crisis, as outline in the Government of Canada 
December 16, 2020 document “Federal Actions on Opioids to Date” 
 

• Letters to news media 
1. Letters to the editor or Op-Ed to local news, online news 
2. Letters to national media  


