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Russia has a high prevalence of drug use and
has already for some years suffered from a
widespread injection drug use epidemic with
an estimated over 2% of the population being
people who inject drugs (PWID). In 2020, a
total of 18,013 people overdosed on illicit
drugs and 7,366 died as a consequence, which
is a 16% increase compared to 2019 (Sárosi,
25 February, 2022).

Despite the problems escalation – such as
PWID functioning as a major driver of Russia’s
HIV epidemic (Meylakhs et al., 2019) – the offi-
cial strategy by authorities has mainly focused on
drug traffickers and drug-related crime. During
the past 30 years, the Russian Federation has
introduced tough measures to combat the spread
and use of illicit drugs. Over one fourth of the
imprisoned population are estimated to have
been punished for drug-related crimes.

The country is on a path of “treating users
like criminals instead of people in need of treat-
ment” (Kauschanski, 2019). A priority by
authorities to set up “draconian laws” has

been portrayed from the drug users’ perspec-
tive, for example in a 2019 story in Deutsche
Welle. Examples include getting four years in
prison for being caught with just a small
amount of drugs (Kauschanski, 2019). The
Eurasian Harm Reduction Association (EHRA)
describes a misuse of power in a highly punitive
and stigmatising environment: “law enforce-
ment agencies have a virtual carte blanche to
discriminate against people who use drugs”
(EHRA, 2020).

A study from 2020 that scrutinises extrajudi-
cial and illegal police drug controlling practices
found “significant discontinuities in the weight
distribution of seized heroin near minimum
threshold amounts” (Knorre, 2020, p. 378).
Ruling out alternative explanations of the dis-
continuity, the author Alex Knorre concludes
that the most likely source of the revealed dis-
continuities is police manipulations with
seized heroin (Knorre, 2020).

Several attempts to change the Russian puni-
tive and discriminating drug policy path have
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been made. What makes matters worse is that
the harm reduction advocating NGOs that
have tried to introduce more humane approaches
have been named foreign agents and banned
in law.

Seven years ago, in May 2015, members of
the Russian Civil Society Mechanism for
Monitoring of Drug Policy Reforms compiled
a letter to the UN High Commissioner for
Human Rights with the title “Violations of
human rights in the name of drug control in
Russia” (Russian Civil Society Mechanism for
Monitoring of Drug Policy Reforms in Russia,
2015). The situation is aptly summarised by
the subheading: “Stigmatizing language, over-
reliance on punitive restrictions, indifference
to human rights, and obliteration of science”.
The developments since have accelerated on
the same trajectory.

In 2017, the UN Committee on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights recommended that
Russia change its punitive policy approach
with an 18-month transformation and to con-
sider decriminalising drugs for personal con-
sumption. But nothing has really changed. In
May 2018, the same members of the drug
policy reform civil society made an update to
the May 2015 report (Russian Civil Society
Mechanism for Monitoring of Drug Policy
Reforms in Russia, 2018) summarising: “No
changes have occurred in Russian drug policy
since that time [May 2015]. Russia fails to
fulfill its commitment to respect, protect and
promote all human rights, fundamental free-
doms and the inherent dignity of all individuals
and the rule of law in the development and
implementation of drug policies” (Russian
Civil Society Mechanism for Monitoring of
Drug Policy Reforms in Russia, 2018, p. 1).

Situation in 2022
At the beginning of 2022, before the attack on
Ukraine, the Russian harm reduction NGO
“Charitable Fund Humanitarian Action in
Saint Petersburg”, was reported to have had
a small victory when a court annulled the

government decision to include them in the
infamous foreign agent list (Sárosi, 2022, 25
February).

In a recent evaluation of the impact of the war
on the prospects of harm reduction and civil
society in Russia (Sárosi, 2022, 30 March),
Senior Policy Analyst of the Canadian HIV/
AIDS Legal Network Michail Golichenko and
Alexei Lahov from the St. Petersburg harm
reduction NGOs coalition “Outreach” summar-
ise some societal, infrastructural and institu-
tional challenges. The great decline in the
Russian ruble means that foreign manufacturers
have fled the Russian market and prices for harm
reduction and HIV prevention commodities,
such as syringes and condoms, have plum-
meted. Logistics disruptions have also nega-
tively affected the manufacture of medicine,
including such essential products as ART.

Russian authorities have designated 15
HIV-service civil society organizations as
foreign agents.

A week after the aggression Russian law-
makers tabled amendments to enable the
Ministry of Justice to create and maintain a
single database of all persons designated as
foreign agents, as well as all staff members
of NGOs that had been designated as such.
Such a database will enable banks and finan-
cial control agencies to harass activists and
prevent them from receiving any donations
from abroad. (Sárosi, 2022, 30 March)

The regime needs to continuously mobilise sup-
porters against enemies inside and outside
Russia: “Progressive civil society, including
human rights defenders and harm reduction pro-
ponents, will most definitely fall within the
circle of enemies”, estimates Senior Policy
Analyst Michail Golichenko (Sárosi, 2022, 30
March). As Russia has already left the
Council of Europe, the European Court will
not be available to people living in Russia start-
ing in September 2022. Golichenko envisions a
dark future: “Human rights as a concept will fall
victim to militaristic mobilization”.
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In this issue…
A study by Nilsson et al. (2022) investigates the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on gaming
and social media use, and its effects on the well-
being of adolescents. The study is able to show
that the restrictions from the COVID-19 pan-
demic resulted in an increase in the amount of
time adolescents spend gaming and on social
media, which in turn can be negative for their
well-being. A cross-sectional observational
study by Syvertsen et al. (2022) surveys stu-
dents in upper secondary schools about mobile
gaming. The study shows that problem gam-
bling (PG) is positively associated with
mobile gaming hours per week

Clusters of older adults with and without
experience of alcohol-related harms were
designed by Santora et al. (2022) in order to
identify individuals who incur or may be at
risk of developing alcohol-related problems in
later life. Corney and du Plessis (2022) set out
to understand Australian first-year university
residential college students’ alcohol consump-
tion, their experience of alcohol-related harms
and their alcohol knowledge. Wangensteen
and Hystad (2022) carried out in-depth inter-
views with former patients who have undergone
SUD treatment, exploring their reflections on
the treatment content.

The objective set in a study by Tarp et al.
(2022) was to understand how the individuals
view their alcohol use and explore their
reasons for not seeking treatment. Reime et al.
(2022) point out a great gap in knowledge on
professional helpers’ experiences of providing
assistance to the bereaved after a drug-related
deaths (DRD). The authors argue that this
knowledge is important not only to improve
education and the quality of health and social
services, but also to help raise awareness of
the bereaved after a DRD.

ORCID iD
Matilda Hellman https://orcid.org/0000-0001-
8884-8601

References
Corney, T. & du Plessis, K. (2022). Australian first-

year university college residents’ alcohol con-
sumption and alcohol-related harms. Nordic
Studies on Alcohol and Drugs. https://doi.org/
10.1177/14550725221090037

EHRA. (2020, 15 April). Report on Russia submitted
to the UN Human Rights Committee. https://
harmreductioneurasia.org/report-on-russia-to-un/

Kauschanski, A. (2019, 11 November). Drug addic-
tion in Russia: Draconian laws instead of help.
Deutsche Welle. https://www.dw.com/en/drug-
addiction-in-russia-draconian-laws-instead-of-
help/a-51193559

Knorre, A. (2020). Do Russian police fabricate drug
offenses? Evidence from seized heroin’s weight
distribution. Journal of Drug Issues, 50(4), 378–
391. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022042620918951

Meylakhs, P., Friedman, S. R., Meylakhs, A.,
Mateu-Gelabert, P., Ompad, D. C., Alieva, A. &
Dmitrieva, A. (2019). A new generation of drug
users in St. Petersburg, Russia? HIV, HCV, and
overdose risks in a mixed-methods pilot study
of young hard drug users. AIDS and Behavior,
23(12), 3350–3365. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-
019-02489-6

Nilsson, A., Rosendahl, I. & Jayaram-Lindström, N.
(2022). Gaming and social media use among ado-
lescents in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs. https://doi.
org/10.1177/14550725221074997

Reime, M. A., Løseth, H.-M., Lindeman, S. K.,
Titlestad, K. B., Dyregrov, K. & Selseng, L. B.
(2022). Professional helpers’ experiences of
assisting the bereaved after drug-related
deaths: A knowledge gap. Nordic Studies on
Alcohol and Drugs. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14550725221085345

Russian Civil Society Mechanism for Monitoring of
Drug Policy Reforms in Russia. (2015). Violations
of human rights in the name of drug control in
Russia. http://www.hivlegalnetwork.ca/site/wp-
content/uploads/2015/09/RussianCivilSociety.pdf

Russian Civil Society Mechanism for Monitoring of
Drug Policy Reform in Russia. (2018). Submission
to the Office of the UN High Commissioner for

Hellman 345

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8884-8601
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8884-8601
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8884-8601
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221090037
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221090037
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221090037
https://harmreductioneurasia.org/report-on-russia-to-un/
https://harmreductioneurasia.org/report-on-russia-to-un/
https://harmreductioneurasia.org/report-on-russia-to-un/
https://www.dw.com/en/drug-addiction-in-russia-draconian-laws-instead-of-help/a-51193559
https://www.dw.com/en/drug-addiction-in-russia-draconian-laws-instead-of-help/a-51193559
https://www.dw.com/en/drug-addiction-in-russia-draconian-laws-instead-of-help/a-51193559
https://www.dw.com/en/drug-addiction-in-russia-draconian-laws-instead-of-help/a-51193559
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022042620918951
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022042620918951
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-019-02489-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-019-02489-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10461-019-02489-6
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221074997
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221074997
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221074997
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221085345
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221085345
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221085345
http://www.hivlegalnetwork.ca/site/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/RussianCivilSociety.pdf
http://www.hivlegalnetwork.ca/site/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/RussianCivilSociety.pdf
http://www.hivlegalnetwork.ca/site/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/RussianCivilSociety.pdf


Human Rights, pursuant to Human Rights Council
Resolution 37/42, UN Doc. A/HRC/RES/37/42
(2018). https://www.ohchr.org

Santora, L., Byrne, D. & Klöckner, C. (2022). Clusters
of older adults with and without experience of
alcohol-related harms based on affective motivations
for drinking. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725211073006

Sárosi, P. (2022, 15 February). Russian harm reduc-
tion NGO fights foreign agent status: Interview
with Alexei Lahov. https://drogriporter.hu/en/
russian-harm-reduction-ngo-fights-foreign-agent-
status-interview-with-alexei-lahov/

Sárosi, P. (2022, 30 March). The impact of the war on
the prospects for harm reduction and civil society
in Russia. https://drogriporter.hu/en/the-impact-
of-the-war-on-the-prospects-for-harm-reduction-
and-civil-society-in-russia/

Syvertsen, A., Ortiz de Gortari, A. B., King, D. L. &
Pallesen, S. (2022). Problem mobile gaming: The
role of mobile gaming habits, context, and plat-
form. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221083189

Tarp, K., Sari, S. & Nielsen, A. S. (2022). Why treat-
ment is not an option: Treatment naïve indivi-
duals, suffering from alcohol use disorders’
narratives about alcohol use and treatment
seeking. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs.
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082512

Wangensteen, T. & Hystad, J. (2022). Trust and
collaboration between patients and staff in
SUD treatment: A qualitative study of patients’
reflections on inpatient SUD treatment four
years after discharge. Nordic Studies on
Alcohol and Drugs. https://doi.org/10.1177/
14550725221082366

346 Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs 39(4)

https://www.ohchr.org
https://www.ohchr.org
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725211073006
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725211073006
https://drogriporter.hu/en/russian-harm-reduction-ngo-fights-foreign-agent-status-interview-with-alexei-lahov/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/russian-harm-reduction-ngo-fights-foreign-agent-status-interview-with-alexei-lahov/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/russian-harm-reduction-ngo-fights-foreign-agent-status-interview-with-alexei-lahov/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/russian-harm-reduction-ngo-fights-foreign-agent-status-interview-with-alexei-lahov/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/the-impact-of-the-war-on-the-prospects-for-harm-reduction-and-civil-society-in-russia/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/the-impact-of-the-war-on-the-prospects-for-harm-reduction-and-civil-society-in-russia/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/the-impact-of-the-war-on-the-prospects-for-harm-reduction-and-civil-society-in-russia/
https://drogriporter.hu/en/the-impact-of-the-war-on-the-prospects-for-harm-reduction-and-civil-society-in-russia/
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221083189
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221083189
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082512
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082512
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082366
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082366
https://doi.org/10.1177/14550725221082366

	 Situation in 2022
	 In this issue…
	 References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


