
Decolonizing 
Substance Use

Cultural Safety Training for Organizations 



Grounding & Intention Setting



Overview
PART 1 - Racism & Prohibition in colonial Canada

● Formulate linkages between racism and prohibition laws

● Distinguish the harms associated with substance use and prohibition policies 

PART 2 - Decolonizing Substance Use 

● Identify root causes of addiction within Indigenous context

● Dismantle stigmatizing language and behaviours associated with substance 

use

PART 3 - Indigenous Harm Reduction Practices

● Examining Indigenous perspectives on harm reduction

● Open conversation, Q&A



CONTENT 
WARNING

Some language and curriculum 
content in DSU/IHR can be 
emotionally triggering for some 
people. Please remember take care of 
yourself , drink some water, walk and 
breathe. 
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Racism & Prohibition in 
colonial Canada

“Knowing oneself comes from 
attending with compassionate curiosity 
to what is happening within” 
-Gabor Mate



“There is no war on drugs, because you can’t war 
on inanimate objects. 

There is only a war on drug addicts, which means 
we are warring on the most abused and 

vulnerable segments of society.”
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Gabor Mate

“



What is drug prohibition?

Drug prohibition in Canada 
is a drug control system 
adopted in the early 1900’s 
and expanded on for more 
than a century. In Canada, 
drug prohibition is primarily 
a criminal justice system 
approach. 

(Boyd 2017)

SECTION 01
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What is drug prohibition?
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Canadian racism & prohibition
SECTION 01

● Illegality of alcohol on 
Indian reservations for 
100+ years

● $300 fine
● Imprisonment up to six 

months
● Fear of mixing white and 

Indian blood
● System of control
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● Was born out of racism 
● Has nothing to do with the 

health and wellbeing of 
population

● Is a war on our most 
marginalized peoples

● Billion dollar failure
● Overdose deaths
● HIV & HCV
● Survival Crime

Canada’s War on Drugs



AMERICAN PROHIBITION IN THE 1930’S



The real harm behind drugs

Harm Drug 

Euphoria ✅

Withdrawal ✅

Overdose

Viral Infections 

Bacteria 
Infections 

Violence 

Illegal Activity 



The real harm behind drugs

Harm Drug War on drugs 

Euphoria ✅

Withdrawal ✅

Overdose ✅

Viral Infections ✅

Bacteria 
Infections 

✅

Violence ✅

Illegal Activity ✅



Check-in 

Turn to your neighbour.

Offer a reaction to what you just 
heard or learned:

● Comment
● Question
● Doubt
● Frustration
● Excitement
● Aha moment



Questions

Comments

Criticism

Reflections and sharing

PAUSE
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Decolonizing Substance Use



DECOLONIZATION:

A process of disrupting, 
dismantling, and 
deconstructing cultural 
and colonial barriers that 
separate us, suppress us, 
and often oppress us. 

(Pierre 2019)

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE



Substance use vs. addiction

● More than 90% of people who use 
illicit substances do not meet the 
criteria for problematic behaviors 
associated with addiction 

● We obsess of the small percentage 
who are affiliated with criminal 
activity

● People with addiction are not the 
only people at risk of harm & 
overdose

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE



Why decolonize substance use?
DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE

Create a collective understanding about 
sensitive and complex topics

Make clear linkages between colonialism, 
trauma, and substance use

Remove blame from people who have 
experienced trauma

Respectfully balance the tone of the 
conversation and move forward in a good way













Addressing misinformation

Myth: Addiction is a 
choice

Fact: People do not 
choose to be addicted. 
Addiction is used to cope 
with bad thoughts, 
feelings, and emotions 

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE



Addressing misinformation

Myth: We just need to 
kick out all the drug 
dealers to solve the 
problem

Fact: Prohibition does not 
work

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE



Addressing misinformation

Myth: Harm reduction 
enables substance use

Fact: Harm reduction 
saves lives and improves 
the quality of life 

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE



Addressing misinformation

Myth: All people who use 
drugs are addicted

Fact: There are four 
relationships we can have 
with substances 

DECOLONIZING SUBSTANCE USE

Abstinence Medicinal

Addiction Recreational



Think-Pair-Share: 

● Introduce yourself to someone new

● What resonated with you the most?

● What feelings came up for you?

● What questions does this bring up for you?
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Ask us anything!

1. Write down a question about 
anything Indigenous

2. Crumple it into a snowball
3. Throw it in the basket
4. We will gather up the snowballs 

and answer the questions



Questions

Comments

Reflections and sharing

PAUSE
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INDIGENOUS HARM 
REDUCTION PRACTICES



Indigenous Harm Reduction 
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

Culture & 
Tradition

Harm 
Reduction 



Indigenous Harm Reduction 
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

Needle Distribution, 
Condoms, Outreach, 

Relationships, Support, 
Education, Dignity Human 

Rights

Compassion, 
Mindful Judgmental, 

Relationships, Inclusion, 
Patience, Care, Positive 

Communication, Meeting 
People Where They Are At

 Fishing, Hunting, 
Storytelling, Language, 

Gathering, Artwork, 
Canoeing, Singing, Dancing, 
Ceremony, Spending Time 

With Each Other



Indigenous Harm Reduction 
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION



The Wolf
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

This looks like: 

Forming relationships and providing 
outreach to people who seek support

This sounds like:

Connecting with people who use 
substances over something other 
than their substance use





The Bear
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

This looks like: 

Recognizing that culture is 
intergenerational strengths that heal 
people

This sounds like:

Practicing culture and maintaining 
relationships





The Eagle
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

This looks like: 

Meeting people where they are at on their 
healing journey and being mindful about 
where we are at on our own healing journey

This sounds like:

Providing good information and resources, 
reducing stigma, and being mindful about 
the language we use



What we hear:

Addict

User

Clean/Sober

What we want to say: 

People who use

People who drink

Healing Journey



The Raven
INDIGENOUS HARM REDUCTION

This looks like: 

Providing ongoing opportunities for 
compassion and inclusion on the healing 
journey

This sounds like:

Acknowledging that substance use is a 
journey with abstinence not always being 
the end goal





“Safety is not the absence of threat… it is the 
presence of connection”

SECTION TITLE 01

Dr. Gabor Mate

“
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