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toward the future as we challenge 
wrongs, advance rights, and 
transform lives.
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The Legal Network acknowledges that the land on which we live and work is 
traditionally known as Turtle Island and home to the the Haudenosaunee, the Wendat, 

and the Anishinaabe, including the Mississaugas of the Credit First Nation. We are all 
Treaty People. As settlers and as human rights advocates working for health and justice, 
we are called to honour the Calls to Action of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
in our work. We must do our part to address the ongoing injustices and resulting health 

inequities faced by Indigenous Peoples, which contribute to the disproportionate 
impact of the HIV epidemic on Indigenous communities. We are actively committed to 

this effort, working in collaboration with our Indigenous colleagues and others.
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A MESSAGE FROM OUR 
CHAIR AND EXECUTIVE 
DIRECTOR
Over the past 27 years, we have advanced the human 
rights of people living with, at risk of, or affected by HIV 
and AIDS. We’ve consistently called for an end to HIV crim-
inalization, for fair drug policies including in prisons, for 
sex workers’ rights, and for legal recognition and equity 
for LGBTQ2 people. We challenge wrongs and advance 
rights in Canada and around the world. But our name and 
our logo no longer reflected current terminology or the 
global scope of our work. It was time for a refresh.

We are now the HIV Legal Network. The change may 
be subtle, but it has impact. We’re acknowledging that 
our work reaches beyond the Canadian borders — 
although that’s where we are and where we’ll stay — and 
that current HIV treatment has advanced dramatically, 
meaning that we are largely able to prevent progression 
to AIDS for those able to access medicine. Meanwhile, 
our work defending and realizing rights is central 
to preventing HIV infection in the first place and to 
improving access to healthcare for the millions who need 
it. Our new name comes with a new logo that embraces 
the activist spirit and collaborative nature of our work 
and holds our history in the iconic ribbon.

Throughout this process, one thing has been clear: no 
matter our name, we will continue to work for justice and 
advocate for the human rights. Nothing has changed on 
that front.

It’s strange to write this letter now, when so much has 
happened since the end of the 2019/20 fiscal year. At the 
end of March, Canada was just beginning its COVID-19 
shutdown and there was little sense of what was to come. 
From the very start, we’ve seen clear links between COVID 
and human rights. This pandemic will affect our work, 
and the HIV response more broadly, for a long time to 
come. But for the purposes of this annual report, we’ll 
focus on the activities that came before COVID-19.

Canada held a federal election in 2019 and we made 
sure our issues were front and centre. We circulated 
our questionnaire to all major parties, compiled and 
published their responses, and pushed the leaders to 
adequately fund the HIV response, decriminalize drugs, 
protect the health and safety of sex workers, ensure safe 
and effective needle and syringe programs in prisons, 
and limit the criminalization of HIV. We also pressed for 
evidence– and human rights–based laws, policies, and 
action on all these fronts in the courts, in the media, and 
in our discussions with politicians and policymakers.

Internationally, we focused our efforts on confronting 
human rights abuses against people who use drugs in 
Russia, including through direct legal support to improve 
access to services and challenge discrimination and 
abuse, and through submissions to courts and UN bodies 
to keep up the pressure for change. We also continued to 
challenge homophobic criminal laws in the Caribbean, 
where the criminalization of LGBTQ2 people in some 
countries fuels discrimination, harassment, and violence, 
as well as the HIV epidemic. We’ve also been contributing 
to a growing global resistance to HIV criminalization, 
including in francophone Africa.

Throughout this past year and into the next as we 
navigate and respond to the new challenges presented 
by COVID-19, our work has been and will be guided by 
our new tag line: Challenging wrongs. Advancing rights. 
Transforming lives. We hope you’ll continue along with 
us on this journey toward human rights for everyone, 
everywhere — including and especially people living with, 
at risk of, or affected by HIV.

Yours in solidarity,

Ron Rosenes
Chair, Board of Directors

Richard Elliott
Executive Director
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STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

Change-making Advocacy & Intervention

11
Canadian prisons 

now offering needle 
exchange

40
focus group participants and 69 survey 

respondents in Ontario to inform research on 
the real-world impact of the Good Samaritan 

Drug Overdose Act

30+
court cases in Russia 

that we’ve been 
involved in to defend 

and promote the 
human rights of people 

who use drugs

968
people living with HIV 

in Russia benefited 
from legal support over 
our three-year project 
in St. Petersburg, with 
615 of them receiving 

access to treatment

7
briefs to advise Canadian provincial and 

federal governments on HIV-related human 
rights issues, including this letter to Albertan 

ministers urging them to reject the troubling 
socio-economic “review” of supervised 

consumption sites

12
briefs to advise the UN 

and regional bodies 
on HIV-related human 

rights issues, including 
a report submitted 
to the UN Human 
Rights Council on 

the disproportionate 
impact of the criminal 

justice response to 
drugs on foreign 

nationals in Canada4
ongoing court cases challenging hateful 

anti-LGBTQ laws in the Caribbean
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http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-good-samaritan-drug-overdose-act-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ineffective/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-good-samaritan-drug-overdose-act-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ineffective/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-good-samaritan-drug-overdose-act-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ineffective/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/joint-written-statement-on-the-disproportionate-impact-of-the-death-penalty-for-drug-offences-on-foreign-nationals/?lang=en
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Building The Movement

STRENGTH IN NUMBERS

people signed our 
petition urging 

federal party leaders 
to support the scale 

up of supervised 
consumption services

workshops and 
presentations to help 

educate the wider 
community, including 

a symposium on 
HIV criminalization 

attended by the 
Minister of Justice 

and Attorney General 
of Canada, Members 

of Parliament, and 
national and legal 

media

page views on our website, accessed  
by 145,000 unique visitors

media interviews for TV, radio, online, and print, 
including a commentary highlighting the 

federal political parties’ positions on drug 
policy during the 2019 federal election

retweets and 3400+ 
shares on Facebook, 

which has helped 
spread our messages 
about important legal 

and human rights 
issues far and wide

media releases and 
9 published opinion 
editorials, including 

working closely 
alongside colleagues 

to publish an 
article highlighting 

issues with HIV 
criminalization, read 

by millions of New 
York Times readers 

worldwide

1700+

38 40 15

752,000 2600+
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http://aidslaw.nationbuilder.com/scs_petition2019
http://aidslaw.nationbuilder.com/scs_petition2019
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
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https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
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https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
https://www.ctvnews.ca/canada/liberals-hope-to-deal-with-hiv-non-disclosure-issue-if-re-elected-lametti-1.4467307
https://lfpress.com/opinion/columnists/baranyai-minority-government-has-backing-to-improve-opioid-policy-quickly
https://lfpress.com/opinion/columnists/baranyai-minority-government-has-backing-to-improve-opioid-policy-quickly
https://lfpress.com/opinion/columnists/baranyai-minority-government-has-backing-to-improve-opioid-policy-quickly
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/26/opinion/criminalization-of-hiv.html
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RESEARCH AND 
ANALYSIS

Our History:

People who use 
drugs speaking 
out against 
shame and 
stigma

Our Future:

A world without 
prohibition, where 
drug use is not a 
criminal issue

Our advocacy is always informed by careful analysis of 
the best available evidence and human rights principles. 
In this section, you’ll find information about some of the 
research projects we undertook in 2019/2020.

GOOD SAMARITAN PROJECT

In 2017, the federal government passed the Good 
Samaritan Drug Overdose Act. This was done in response 
to the growing opioid overdose crisis and was meant 
to provide protection from criminal charges for simple 
drug possession for people who call 911 because of 
an overdose. We wanted to know how people who use 
drugs have been affected by this law and whether it has 
had any measurable impact on their likelihood to call 
for help when witnessing an overdose. We gathered 
information directly from people who use drugs by 
holding focus groups and conducting surveys in five 
cities across Ontario. The results are an eye-opening 
look at how the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act 
affects those it is supposed to protect and ways to 
remove persistent barriers to calling for help in these 
life-and-death scenarios.

 Read the report

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-good-samaritan-drug-overdose-act-the-good-the-bad-and-the-ineffective/?lang=en
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RESEARCH AND ANALYSIS

GENDERING THE SCENE

While there has been research done on harm reduction 
in general, less research exists on what services are 
accessible for women and gender-diverse people, the 
necessary elements of gender-sensitive harm reduction 
services, and specific laws and policies that impede their 
access to services. We brought together the existing 
research into one easily accessible document, with 
recommendations for law and policy reforms that will 
improve access. Our report shines a light on where gaps 
in gender-sensitive services exist and how they can be 
addressed today.

 Read the report

GLOBAL FUND EVALUATIONS

The Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria 
invests more than US$4 billion every year to support 
programs designed to fight HIV, tuberculosis (TB), and 
malaria in more than 100 countries. In 2017, the Global 
Fund launched the Breaking Down Barriers initiative in 20 
countries. This initiative was meant to improve national 
responses to remove human rights–related barriers 
to services, coordinate action plans, and carry out a 
monitoring and evaluation of these efforts. Three years 
into this initiative, it’s time to assess progress so far.

As part of a larger team, several HIV Legal Network 
lawyers have been conducting these reviews. With 
our human rights expertise, we looked at factors 
influencing program implementation, the level of 
community engagement, and progress in the removal of 
specific human rights barriers. Reviews of Sierra Leone 
and Ukraine completed this year, and other country 
assessments are well underway, though complicated by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Thorough mid-term assessments 
will help countries to pivot, maintain, or scale-up 
programs to make the biggest dent in removing human 
rights–related barriers to HIV, TB, and malaria services 
around the world — crucial work to ensure these health 
services save lives.

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/gendering-the-scene-women-gender-diverse-people-and-harm-reduction-in-canada-full-report/?lang=en
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LITIGATION AND 
OTHER ADVOCACY

Our History:

Supporting 
Caribbean 
LGBTQ activists 
to challenge 
oppressive  
laws and 
attitudes

Our Future:

A world with 
legal equality for 
Caribbean LGBTQ 
people, who fully 
enjoy their human 
rights

Challenging unfair laws in court is a cornerstone of 
our work at the Legal Network — and is sometimes an 
essential way to get governments to address injustice. 
This, in turn, leads to a more equitable society where 
human rights for all are respected and protected.

HIV CRIMINALIZATION

Around the world, people living with HIV are unfairly 
criminalized and it’s part of our mandate to challenge 
the laws that target them. This year, our work in this 
area had impact across Canada. In April 2019, we 
appeared before, and submitted a brief to, the House of 
Commons Standing Committee on Justice and Human 
Rights, outlining the current state of HIV criminaliza-
tion in Canada and what needed to happen to improve 
the situation. In June 2019, the committee released its 
report, recommending important limits to the unjust 
application of the law, including the removal of HIV 
non-disclosure from the reach of sexual assault law 
and limiting any criminal charges to cases of actual 
transmission. This was a major step forward and we were 
happy to see that several of our recommendations were 
endorsed by the Committee. We will continue to push 

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/brief-to-the-house-of-commons-standing-committee-on-justice-and-human-rights/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/statement-response-to-justice-committees-report-on-the-criminalization-of-people-living-with-hiv/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/statement-response-to-justice-committees-report-on-the-criminalization-of-people-living-with-hiv/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/statement-response-to-justice-committees-report-on-the-criminalization-of-people-living-with-hiv/?lang=en
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LITIGATION AND OTHER ADVOCACY

for legislative reform. Our advocacy also led to changes 
at the provincial level in British Columbia, where there 
were some modest — but still insufficient — changes to 
the BC Prosecution Services’ policy, such as recognizing 
condom use and other factors that “may” weigh against 
proceeding with a prosecution.

We also appeared before the Ontario Court of Appeal in 
February 2020 when we intervened in R. v. N.G. The case 
involved a young man convicted in 2017 of not disclosing 
his HIV status to his partners, even though condoms were 
used every time with no allegation of incorrect usage 
or transmission. We argued that correct condom use 
negates the legal obligation to disclose as science has 
shown that there is no chance of transmission in such 
circumstances. This argument relies on the two expert 
consensus statements — Canadian and international 
— that the HIV Legal Network has supported scientists 
and clinicians in developing, in order to ensure the law 
is informed by the best available science. The Court 
ultimately disagreed and upheld the man’s conviction in 
August 2020, underscoring the importance of federal law 
reform to prevent further misuse of the criminal law.

LITIGATING FOR LIBERATION

As followers of the Legal Network will know, we’ve been 
actively pursuing legal cases in the Caribbean, which is 
home to some of the most repressive anti-LGBTQ laws in 
the world. We’ve previously either launched or supported 
cases in Jamaica and Barbados, and in June 2019 at 
World Pride in New York City, we added Dominica to this 
list. In this case, a gay man — who must stay anonymous 
for his own safety — filed suit against the Government 
of Dominica, arguing that the laws criminalizing the 
consensual sexual activity of LGBTQ adults are unconsti-
tutional. The case builds on the momentum seen in other 
countries, including Botswana and India, which recently 
repealed their own discriminatory laws. We expect the 
case in Dominica to take time to resolve, but we remain 
hopeful that this work will eventually help tear down laws 
that threaten LGBTQ people with imprisonment for being 
who they are.

http://bccfe.ca/sites/default/files/uploads/news/releases/Statement%20(May%202-14).pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/jia2.25161
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/constitutional-challenge-to-dominicas-laws-criminalising-lgbtq-people-questions-answers/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/constitutional-challenge-to-dominicas-laws-criminalising-lgbtq-people-questions-answers/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/constitutional-challenge-to-dominicas-laws-criminalising-lgbtq-people-questions-answers/?lang=en
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DRUG POLICY

Change can be slow coming at times. This is certainly 
true when it comes to drug policy, which is rooted in and 
perpetuates the stigma associated with drug use. We 
saw this in our work in Russia in November 2019, where 
the European Court of Human Rights failed miserably 
to uphold rights precisely because of this. In this case, 
Abdyusheva and Others v. Russia, the complainants 
claimed that their rights had been violated by Russia’s 
criminal prohibition on opioid substitution therapy (OST). 
OST is proven to improve health and social outcomes for 
people with opioid dependence and is endorsed by the 
World Health Organization and UNAIDS. The decision 
should have been clear — and yet the European Court 
would not compel Russia to provide the treatment, 
despite unsafe injection drug use driving the country’s 
HIV epidemic. We weren’t alone in our dismay — the 
Court’s misguided and deadly decision won a poll run by 
the Strasbourg Observer for the worst judgement of 2019.

Thankfully, there are encouraging signs in other 
decisions by the same court. In March 2020, the ECtHR 
ruled in favour of Y.I., a mother of three living with drug 
dependence in Moscow. In 2014, her parental rights 
were terminated because of Russia’s unfair drug policies 
and her children were sent to foster care. Thanks to a 
team from the Andrey Rylkov Foundation for Health 
and Social Justice, with technical support from the HIV 
Legal Network, the court ruled that Y.I.’s rights had been 
violated. We need to harness this precedent in ongoing 
advocacy for more humane treatment of people who use 
drugs in Russia.

Advocacy takes many forms and sometimes it happens 
outside the courtroom. When supervised consumption 
services (SCS) in Alberta were threatened, we engaged in 
an outreach campaign involving open letters signed by 
dozens of organizations. We’ve kept up this pressure even 
as the Alberta government announced an unnecessary 
“review” of the sites — an undermining tactic that has 
also been seen in Ontario. Through it all, we’ve kept 
calling on the Government of Canada to streamline the 
SCS approval process, give five-year exemptions for new 
sites, and fund these sites themselves where necessary, 
thereby avoiding the risk of provincial cuts leading to 
closures. This advocacy normalizes these essential, 
life-saving health services and ultimately ensures they 
can be offered quickly wherever they’re needed.

https://hudoc.echr.coe.int/fre?i=001-198889
https://strasbourgobservers.com/2020/01/29/poll-best-and-worst-ecthr-judgment-of-2019/
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/open-letter-to-premier-kenney-about-scs/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/letter-reject-the-socio-economic-review-of-supervised-consumption-sites-in-alberta/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/drugs-and-harm-reduction/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/drugs-and-harm-reduction/?lang=en
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PUBLIC 
EDUCATION

Our History:

Working 
alongside sex 
workers in the 
fierce, decades-
long push for 
law reform

Our Future:

A post-
decriminalization 
world where laws 
and policies respect 
the human rights of 
sex workers

We believe that people should have the information they 
need to be their own advocates for health and human 
rights. One important role of the Legal Network is to 
support people living with, at risk of, and affected by HIV 
with tools to demand meaningful change — and to equip 
their allies to do the same.

THE PERILS OF PROTECTION

In 2019, we released our Perils of Protection report 
and video, which documented the experiences of sex 
workers living under the Protection of Communities and 
Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA). The Act legally enshrined 
sex workers as victims, invalidating the labour of sex 
work as well as the agency and consent of people who 
sell or trade sexual services. The report was launched at 
an event last spring where we welcomed sex workers’ 
rights advocates and the report co-authors who told an 
audience how the PCEPA has affected them, the ways in 
which law enforcement employ that law and other laws 
and policies to surveil, harass, arrest, and charge sex 
workers, and about what needs to be done to uphold sex 
workers’ human rights. The report has since been cited 
by other researchers and advocates reviewing the impact 
of criminal and other laws that affect sex workers, and to 
press the case for their repeal.

 Read the report

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qqZGd43wxTg&ab_channel=CanadianHIV%2FAIDSLegalNetwork
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-perils-of-protection/?lang=en


ANNUAL REPORT 2019-2020

10
PUBLIC EDUCATION

SYMPOSIUM

In June 2019, we held our eighth Symposium on HIV, 
Law, and Human Rights. The theme was HIV crimi-
nalization and the aim was to provide an overview 
of the state of the issue in Canada and where our 
advocacy needs to go from here. We had a wide range 
of speakers — some shared their personal experiences 
of being criminalized, others spoke about the science 
of HIV and its transmission, while others gave their 
perspectives on the prospect of policy changes. It was 
also an opportunity for attendees to hear directly from 
parliamentarians — notably federal Attorney General 
and Minister of Justice David Lametti — about the 
future of HIV criminalization in Canada. Gathering all 
this knowledge in one place isn’t an easy undertaking, 
but the results are worth it. Participants left with 
crucial knowledge and renewed their commitment 
to ending HIV criminalization. Positive and extensive 
media coverage provided other members of the public 
a window into why this work is so critical. You can read 
more about the event in our Symposium report.

 Read the report

HIV CRIMINALIZATION BRIEF  
AND MEDIA PRIMER

In addition to gathering together to inform and 
reinvigorate our collective advocacy, we also need 
resources people can return to as needed. To that end, 
we produced an updated brief on The Criminalization 
of HIV Non-Disclosure in Canada: Current Status and 
the Need for Change and our HIV criminalization media 
primer. The two pieces go hand in hand, though the 
audiences are different. One is designed to give an 
overview of the issue to those who need to know where 
things stand with the science, and in law and policy in 
jurisdictions across the country. It’s been distributed 
to politicians, advocates, and other community organi-
zations as a tool to help them understand the reasons 
behind the call for change and to advocate for it, too. The 
media primer recognizes the unique role that media play 
in shaping public opinion about HIV criminalization and 
gives journalists the information they need to produce 
unbiased stories that avoid — or even question — the 
sensationalized nature of some coverage. By creating 
these two resources, our hope is to help reshape the 
public perception of HIV criminalization. We need to 
educate those who are in a position of power and who 
have the ability to effect change — policy makers and 
the media are key to focusing the conversation, moving 
beyond misinformation and stigma to science, reason, 
and a more informed discussion.

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/report-from-the-8th-symposium-on-hiv-law-and-human-rights/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-criminalization-of-hiv-non-disclosure-in-canada-report/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-criminalization-of-hiv-non-disclosure-in-canada-report/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/the-criminalization-of-hiv-non-disclosure-in-canada-report/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/download/18821/
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/download/18821/
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COMMUNITY 
MOBILIZATION

Our History:

Stories of 
people living 
with HIV who 
have been 
wrongly 
criminalized, 
and a 
community  
that has  
fought back

Our Future:

A world that 
does not unjustly 
prosecute and 
incarcerate people 
living with HIV

Change is more likely when communities mobilize, 
especially when policy makers can’t or won’t act on 
issues they consider unpopular, despite the evidence 
and the need to uphold human rights. This year was a 
particularly successful one for us on this front.

ELECTION 2019

In October 2019, Canadians went to the polls for a 
federal election. With the parties creating their platforms 
and wanting to reach voters, we knew we had an ideal 
chance to engage with them and make sure our issues 
were front and centre. We created a questionnaire and 
asked all federal parties to respond with their positions 
on important issues, including drug policy, sex work law 
reform, and HIV criminalization, among other things. 
Using the responses we got from four of the five parties 
(with one party failing to reply), we created our most 
successful social media campaign to date. Hundreds 
of thousands of people liked, shared, or otherwise 
interacted with our graphics and learned more about the 
parties’ positions on the policy issues central to our work.

https://www.facebook.com/HIVLegalNetwork/posts/2666623893359912
https://www.facebook.com/HIVLegalNetwork/posts/2666623893359912
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Education on the issues — as we provided — is critical, 
but so is helping people understand what they can do 
with their knowledge. That’s why we also created an 
election toolkit with a “how to speak to your candidate” 
feature. The page was visited more than 2000 times in the 
month before the election.

SUPERVISED CONSUMPTION SERVICES

Harm reduction is a key part of any effective drug 
policy. Despite overwhelming evidence that harm 
reduction works, it can also be surprisingly controversial. 
Convincing some policy makers that drug use should 
be a health matter, not a criminal justice one, can be 
difficult. When harm reduction sites in Alberta were 
threatened with a loss of government funding, we wrote 
an open letter to the premier and other ministers that 
was endorsed by 30 organizations, explaining exactly 
why and how these services save lives. When the federal 
election was getting underway, we started a petition to 
show the party leaders how much public support there 
is for supervised consumption services. The petition was 
shared on social media, through targeted emails, and 
by other organizations across Canada. So far, we have 
more than 1600 signatures and we will continue to gather 
support as we push the government and other federal 
parties to scale up these services.

RUSSIA STREET LAWYERS

This year marked the winding down of a three-year 
project in St. Petersburg, Russia. The Legal Network 
provided legal technical support to a team of “street 
lawyers” — community legal workers drawn from the 
community of people who use drugs. Through the 
program, these community legal workers were trained to 
help their peers overcome legal barriers to HIV services, 
across the continuum from testing to antiretroviral 
treatment and other care. This included making sure 
that people entering the criminal system because of drug 
charges didn’t lose access to their HIV and tuberculosis 
(TB) treatment and medication, as is unfortunately 
common in Russia. Over the span of the project, 968 
clients with HIV benefitted from such legal support, of 
whom 615 received access to antiretroviral treatment 
and 288 achieved an undetectable viral load. A further 
200 clients with HIV and TB were able to successfully 
complete their TB treatment, avoiding the common 
health complications that can develop in people with 
these complex diagnoses. The financial savings of this 
project were immense, as ensuring proper and timely 
treatment avoids more costly treatments later. A legacy of 
the program is ensuring that people on the ground have 
the knowledge and skills to continue this work even after 
the program has wrapped up. The team will expand the 
project as part of the National HIV Strategy in partnership 
with non-governmental organizations (NGOs), including 
with the support of the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, 
Tuberculosis and Malaria, in other regions of Russia over 
the next three years.

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/our-work/federal-election-2019/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/open-letter-to-premier-kenney-about-scs/?lang=en
http://aidslaw.nationbuilder.com/scs_petition2019
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CASE STUDY: PRISON 
HARM REDUCTION

Our History:

Years of 
leading 
sustained 
advocacy 
fighting 
for sterile 
injection 
equipment in 
prisons

Our Future:

A world where 
drug use is not 
criminalized and 
harm reduction 
measures are 
available to all

BACKGROUND

Human rights don’t — or shouldn’t — end at the prison 
gates. People who use drugs and are imprisoned deserve 
the same kind of access to harm reduction services as 
those outside. In 2012, together with a former prisoner 
and community partners, we launched a constitu tional 
court challenge against the Government of Canada 
for refusing to implement a prison-based needle and 
syringe program. Prisoners who use drugs were forced 
to use makeshift injection equipment, reuse equipment, 
and often share it with others. In stark contrast, people 
outside prisons have access to harm reduction programs 
that offer sterile injection equipment, giving them critical 
tools to protect their own health, including against 
infection with HIV and hepatitis C virus (HCV). Prisoners 
had nothing of the sort, despite all the evidence of the 
need in federal prisons and the benefits of such programs 
in prisons around the world.

THE COURT CASE

Steve Simons was the individual applicant in the case. 
Steve contracted HCV while inside, when his personal 
injection equipment was used by another prisoner 
without his knowledge or permission. The case hinged 
on the argument that the Correctional Service of Canada 
(CSC) had a duty to provide sterile injection equipment 
to prisoners to avoid precisely this kind of sharing of 
equipment — and that failing to provide health care 
equivalent to that available outside prisons violated 
prisoners’ Charter rights. This has disproportionate 
impact on Indigenous people and women in federal 
prisons. When we launched the case, CSC had a complete 
ban on possession of sterile injection equipment by 
prisoners who use drugs, even though other jurisdictions 
outside Canada had successfully implemented prison 
needle and syringe programs for decades.
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Our court case was the final catalyst for CSC to introduce 
— mere months before our first hearing date in court — 
its “Prison Needle Exchange Program.” Before our case, 
CSC had refused to implement anything despite years 
of recommendations, including from its own expert 
advisory committees, and evidence from the Public 
Health Agency of Canada. That program is now rolling 
out, though much too slowly and with critical flaws; 
most prisoners still don’t have easy and confidential 
access to sterile injection equipment. This means our 
advocacy must continue.

PUBLIC EDUCATION

We knew that the case for a prison needle and syringe 
program also depended on community support. The 
concept can be a difficult one to explain to those 
without context — some people might wonder why 
the government should support people who’ve been 
convicted of criminal offences to continue their drug use 
— so we embarked on a campaign of public education. 
We produced a report documenting the experiences 
of prisoners and former prisoners from across Canada 
with injection drug use. We launched a website to house 
updates about the case. We filmed short testimonials 
from people with first-hand knowledge about the issue. 
We engaged with journalists around the world and 
fielded many questions. It worked. When our court date 
finally arrived, we wanted to show the groundswell 
of support for prisoners’ health. We put out a call for 
supporters to gather outside the courthouse with signs 
and banners and the community responded. We also 
alerted the media about the hearing. For our first court 
date in December 2019, we had a crowd gather on the 
front steps, media coverage, and good momentum. 
Co-applicant Steve Simons shared with everyone why 
this case was important to him. And even though the 
hearing was ultimately delayed until March 2020, the 
support showed how many people care about the health 
and human rights of people in prison.

THE DECISION

When the decision was finally delivered, it was a 
disappointing one. On the positive side, the court 
acknowledged that when we launched our case eight 
years ago, there were “compelling constitutional 
arguments” that prisoners must have access to sterile 
injection equipment as “essential health care.” But 
because CSC was still in the process of rolling out its 
program, the judge decided that it was “premature” 
to find that the failure to make equipment available to 
the vast majority of prisoners still without access to the 
program, or that the prison needle exchange program 
now being implemented by the CSC, breaches prisoners’ 
constitutional rights.

We’re proud of what we have accomplished to date. When 
we launched this case, prison-based needle and syringe 
programs didn’t exist anywhere in North America. We’ve 
successfully moved the needle on this critical issue — 
even securing a public commitment by the government 
to implement their program in all federal prisons.

Our efforts to fight for a better program that is accessible 
to all prisoners are not over. And we will continue to voice 
our support for prison harm reduction because prisoners’ 
rights are human rights. In Steve’s own words, “Let me 
state in the strongest possible terms: prison health is 
public health. A prison needle and syringe program 
protects all Canadians.”

http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/under-the-skin-a-peoples-case-for-prison-needle-and-syringe-programs/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/under-the-skin-a-peoples-case-for-prison-needle-and-syringe-programs/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/under-the-skin-a-peoples-case-for-prison-needle-and-syringe-programs/?lang=en
http://www.prisonhealthnow.ca/
http://www.prisonhealthnow.ca/
http://www.prisonhealthnow.ca/inside-stories/index.php
http://www.prisonhealthnow.ca/inside-stories/index.php
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/federal-prison-needles-syringes-court-challenge-1.5388953
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/former-prisoner-steve-simons-writes-why-a-prison-needle-exchange-program-is-needed/?lang=en
http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/former-prisoner-steve-simons-writes-why-a-prison-needle-exchange-program-is-needed/?lang=en
https://www.canlii.org/en/on/onsc/doc/2020/2020onsc1431/2020onsc1431.html?searchUrlHash=AAAAAQAfY2FuYWRpYW4gaGl2L2FpZHMgbGVnYWwgbmV0d29yawAAAAAB&resultIndex=28
https://www.canlii.org/en/on/onsc/doc/2020/2020onsc1431/2020onsc1431.html?searchUrlHash=AAAAAQAfY2FuYWRpYW4gaGl2L2FpZHMgbGVnYWwgbmV0d29yawAAAAAB&resultIndex=28
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FINANCIAL OVERVIEW

Summary from Audited Financial Statements

FISCAL YEAR ENDING MARCH 31 2020 2019
 
REVENUE $ $
Grants 1,655,934 1,714,564
Donations 143,606 140,035
Consulting Fees 79,734 98,015
Membership 4,415 8,245
Interest & Other 12,400 7,270
Total Revenue 1,896,089 1,968,129
 
EXPENSES  
Personnel Costs & Professional Fees 1,412,293 1,463,469
Travel Expenses 132,093 109,368
Events Expenses 48,975 78,316
Communication & Information 24,178 47,933
Strategic Litigation 53,164 28,387
Rent & Maintenance 98,885 130,487
Office Equipment & Expenses 40,304 51,312
Amortization 3,104 3,104
Outreach Expenses 64,017 21,715
Other 9,707 27,875
Total Expenses 1,886,720 1,961,966
 
Net Assets 128,631 119,262

Where Our Money Goes

 84% Programs

 11% Administration

 5% Fundraising

15
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SafeSpace London
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