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Over the last decade, drug overdoses across Canada have
skyrocketed, resulting in a tidal wave of preventable deaths.
In 2017, the province of Alberta—as well as other Canadian
provinces—funded supervised consumption services (SCS)
as part of a multifaceted public health approach to mitigate
the incidences of rising drug overdose deaths. SCS are facil-
ities where adults can use preobtained illicit drugs under the
supervision of trained staff. A key objective of SCS is to
prevent overdose deaths.! Less recognized in the public
media but notably, SCS objectives also include (i) facilitat-
ing referrals to health and social services (e.g., primary care,
addiction treatment programs, housing, and income support
services), (i) providing naloxone training and substance use
education, (iii) providing sterile injection equipment, and
(iv) facilitating social interaction for marginalized popula-
tions. Authors of peer-reviewed literature tend to be gener-
ally supportive of SCS; however, most data on SCS have
been collected from sites operating outside of Alberta. For
example, authors of a systematic review of 75 studies con-
ducted in Vancouver, Canada, and Sydney, Australia, sug-
gested SCS typically: (i) reduce overdose deaths, (ii)
increase access to health and social services, (iii) reduce the
incidence of HIV and hepatitis C, (iv) a reduce improperly
discarded syringes, and (v) are not associated with detrimen-
tal socioeconomic impacts to the adjacent community.”

Despite this wealth of encouraging evidence, the utility of
Alberta’s SCS has met skepticism from policymakers, with
consequent fears among harm reduction advocates of SCS
funding cuts or program cancelation. Alberta currently has
seven SCS in four cities, the first opened in 2017. A 2020
Provincial government-led gray literature review > suggested
that SCS in Alberta may not meet their aims in reducing
overdose deaths, stating the following:

In many cases, “adverse events” (even if non-life threating or
minor) are reported as overdoses, and the term “reversal” is used
even when the response was a simple administration of oxygen.
This leaves the public with an inference that without these sites
thousands of people would fatally overdose or no longer be
alive. Comparatively rare cases resulted in the use of naloxone.
As a result, the committee became concerned with issues of
transparency and accountability with the regards to the way
overdose reversals are tracked and reported. The committee
finds this misleading and the ambiguity and faulty reporting
cannot responsibly make such a determination.’

After reviewing the literature, we developed an a
priori hypothesis that an increase of SCS visits in Alberta
would be associated with a decrease in fentanyl-related
overdose deaths. We then reviewed the publicly available
opioid response reports from the Province of Alberta
website (https://open.alberta.ca/publications/alberta-
opioid-response-surveillance-report). In this quarterly
reported data set, confirmed fentanyl-related deaths were

" Faculty of Medicine & Dentistry, Department of Psychiatry, University
of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada

2 Department of Psychiatry, Cumming School of Medicine, University
of Calgary, Alberta, Canada

3 Department of Surgery, Cumming School of Medicine, University of
Calgary, Alberta, Canada

* Hotchkiss Brain Institute, Cumming School of Medicine, University
of Calgary, Alberta, Canada

Corresponding Author:

Andrew ]. Greenshaw, PhD, FRSA, Faculty of Medicine & Dentistry,
Department of Psychiatry, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Alberta,
Canada.

Email: andy.greenshaw@ualberta.ca


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7644-3639
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7644-3639
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/alberta-opioid-response-surveillance-report
https://open.alberta.ca/publications/alberta-opioid-response-surveillance-report
mailto:andy.greenshaw@ualberta.ca
https://sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0706743721999571
http://thecjp.ca
http://larcp.ca

La Revue Canadienne de Psychiatrie

1097

w
o
S

)
3

[N)
o
S

100

Number of deaths
Q
o

[
o

0 20,000 40,000

A Fentanyl-related overdose deaths by quarter
Jan 1, 2017 - June 30, 2020
300 284
250
. .
=z, 7 179 130
3 200 108 166 164 7 15 =
-.'_' 141 /e 136 -
° 150 116 130 = 125
£ 100 v
4
50
0
QL.(2017) Q3. QL.(2018) QL.(2019) Q3.  QI.(2020)
Quarter (Year)

B scsvisits and fentanyl-related overdose deaths
Jan 1,2018 - June 30, 2020

S o0
[ AT ..
°
80,000 100,000 120,000 140,000

60,000
Number of SCS visits

Figure |. Fentanyl-related overdose deaths and SCS visits in Alberta: (A) Fentanyl-related overdose deaths 2017-2020 by quarter. * shows
approximately when the first SCS opened in Alberta (around Q4 2017; however, the first SCS data became available Q| 2018). ** shows
approximately when physical distancing policies associated with the COVID-19 pandemic began (around Q2 2020); (B) SCS visits and
fentanyl-related overdose deaths by quarter after January I, 2018. Please note that the x-axis is not in chronological order.

determined by medical examiner’s reports, and SCS visits
were recorded as number of total visits at each of the pro-
vincial SCS locations. In 2020, according to these data,
opioids were involved in over 80% of all drug-related
deaths, and fentanyl was involved in 94% of all opioid-
related deaths.”

Using a Pearson correlation, we found a statistically sig-
nificant association between the number of total quarterly
SCS visits and fentanyl-related overdose deaths
(r=—-0.643,df =1, P = 0.028, two-tailed; Figure 1). Based
on the basic data available, we were unable to control for
effects of other public health initiatives that took place
simultaneously such as: (i) take-home naloxone programs,
(i1) changes in black market carfentanil availability, and (iii)
increased access to addiction treatment and medications
such as opioid agonist therapy. Nevertheless, data from the
provincial report suggest that SCS have facilitated over
10,000 referrals to addiction treatment programs and account
for 12.2% of all provincial naloxone kit dispensing. Further,
SCS visits decreased by 64.3% during Q2 2020 in compar-
ison with Q1 2020, while fentanyl-related overdoses
increased by 118.4%.*° This outlier may reflect a plethora
of other complications associated with the COVID-19 pan-
demic such as poorer mental health, increased unemploy-
ment, and so on. Despite these limitations, the association

is consistent with the findings from the systematic review
although the review was based on data from other
jurisdictions.

Based on our preliminary finding of a negative associa-
tion of SCS visits in Alberta with decreased fentanyl-related
overdose deaths, we call for more independent, peer-
reviewed research to clarify the impact of SCS on overdose
deaths in newly implemented SCS. Moreover, we suggest
additional research to investigate novel ways in which SCS
may further contribute to increased access and continuity of
care for people who use drugs. We believe that future
research in this area is urgent as the impact of two concurrent
public health crises—the drug overdose crisis and the
COVID-19 pandemic—continue to contribute to an over-
whelming burden on the health care system.
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