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Learning Objectives: 
At the end of this lecture participants will be able to: 
 Apply the social determinants of health framework to US drug policy 
 Explain the problems with the current drug policy strategies domestically 

 Federal Drug Policy Spending: Misaligned Priorities 
 Supply side Substitution and the “Iron Law of Prohibition”

 Explain the impact of mass incarceration on SDOH and drug related health 
outcomes
 Relationship of drug policy and arrests 
 Collateral consequences undermine social determinants of health   

 Describe drug policy approaches in a public health framework 
 Ending Drug Criminalization 
 Harm Reduction Strategies 
 Safer Supply  



Working definition…

The social determinants of health are the 
conditions in which people are born, grow, live, 
work and age, including the health system. 

These circumstances are shaped by the 
distribution of money, power and resources at 
global, national and local levels, which are 
themselves influenced by policy choices.

- World Health Organization 





Operational Investment 
Opportunities 



STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE

Drug Control Strategy Overview
A Criminal Justice Framework

 US Drug Control Strategy is 
characterized broadly in two 
categories: 
 Demand Reduction

 Treatment 

 Prevention 

 Supply Reduction 
 Domestic Law Enforcement 

 Interdiction 

 International Drug Control

BUDGETS DEFINE PRIORITIES 
Lets follow the money…



STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE

ONDCP FY2022 Overall Budget 



Treatment Budget STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



Prevention Budget
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



Domestic Law Enforcement Budget
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



Interdiction Budget
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



International Drug Control Budget
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



Historical Drug Control Spending
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE



STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: GOVERNANCE

Drug Spending Relative to Addiction 



The Problem with Prohibition
SUPPLY SIDE SUBSTITUTION AND MASS INCARCERATION 



INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: MATERIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Supply side substitution 

Alpert, A., Powell, D., & Pacula, R. L. (2018). Supply-side drug policy in the presence of substitutes: Evidence from the introduction of abuse-deterrent opioids. 
American Economic Journal: Economic Policy, 10(4), 1-35.



INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: MATERIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Beletsky, L., & Davis, C. S. (2017). Today’s fentanyl crisis: Prohibition’s Iron Law, revisited. International Journal of Drug Policy, 46, 156-159.



INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: MATERIAL CIRCUMSTANCES

Spotlight Maryland 



Mass Incarceration as a Social Determinant



Shaped by policy choices… 



Influenced by the distribution of money, power and resources at the national 
state and local level…



Mass Incarceration Undermines Social Capital 
through Collateral Consequences 

 Social capital within a community consists of the following: 
 The density of community and personal networks 

 Civic engagement and participation 

 A sense of belonging in the community 

 Reciprocity and cooperation with fellow citizens

 Trust in the community 



Collateral Consequences affect the way 
people are born, grow, live, work and age….

STRUCTRAL DETERMINANT: SOCIAL POLICY
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Source: GAO

STRUCTRAL DETERMINANT: SOCIAL POLICY



Incarceration independently undermines 
social cohesion and social capital…. 



Social Capital is Protective Against 
Overdose Mortality 

Michael J. Zoorob, Jason L. Salemi, Bowling alone, dying together: The role of social capital in mitigating the drug overdose epidemic in the United States,
Drug and Alcohol Dependence, Volume 173, 2017, Pages 1-9, ISSN 0376-8716, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2016.12.011.



Social Cohesion also decreases 
overdose deaths…. 



Shifting from Criminal Justice to 
Public Health  
STRATEGIES TO MOVE ALONG THE CONTINUUM OF REFORM 



Ending Drug Criminalization
STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: PUBLIC POLICY



Alternative Drug Regulatory Strategies
Learning lessons from cannabis policy reform

Source: RAND

STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: PUBLIC POLICY



Harm Reduction: a vehicle for change 

Definition and goals
 A pragmatic public health approach 

with the explicit aim of reducing the 
negative harms associated with drug use 

 Driven by the following public health 
goals: 
 Preventing Disease 

 Promoting Health and Well-Being 

 Prolonging Life 

Central Tenets 
 Psychoactive substance use is ubiquitous 

in human society, and sanctions against 
the use of particular drugs are driven 
more by cultural values than science. 

 People who use drugs (PWUD) can be 
engaged in actively protecting their 
health and that of their communities by 
accessing services such as syringe access 
and medical care 

 Many of the harms associated with drug 
use are not due directly to the drug itself, 
but are due to other factors that are 
possible to ameliorate-such criminal 
penalties, blood borne infections, and 
adulteration 



Naloxone Access and Good Sam Laws

Source: 
GAO

STRUCTURAL DETERMINANT: PUBLIC POLICY



INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



SSP Results 

 First established in late 1980s in response to the HIV epidemic 
 204 known SSPs in the US in 2013 

 Compelling evidence of SSPs effectiveness, safety and cost effectiveness for HIV 
prevention among PWID 
 Reduction in injection risk behaviors  
 Reduction in HIV incidence 
 No increase in drug use (e.g., no increases in initiation, duration or frequency) 
 Additional benefits (e.g., enrollment in substance use disorder treatment, higher HIV 

treatment retention, reduced needle stick injuries among first responders) 
 Reach beyond enrolled SSP clients through secondary exchange and peer 

outreach



Maryland SSPs
20 approved SSPs and the 
Baltimore City NEP
 14 jurisdictions
 2 programs not yet 

operational
 1st multi-county program 

9 out of 21 programs are CBOs

Two Pharmacy Voucher 
Programs: 
 Wicomico County
 Frederick County

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Drug Checking 
 Drug checking (also known as pill testing or adulterant screening) allows people who use drugs 

to help identify the substance they intend on taking and therefore prevent harms associated 
with consuming an unknown substance.

Fentanyl Test Strips

Mass Spectroscopy 

Colorimetry

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Drug Checking Utility

Source: EMCDDA

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Supervised Injection 
Facilities/Overdose Prevention Sites 

Source: Insite
Source: OnPoint NYC

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Global SCS Prevalence 



OPS Outcomes: 
Reduced overdose deaths/EMS Burden

Source: 
Lancet 

Source: 
BMJ



Heroin Assisted Treatment 
Aims and Outcomes: 
 Engage patients into treatment as a 

platform for starting recovery 
 Help patients stop using street drugs 
 Help patients improve their health and 

quality of life 
 Reduce criminal behavior and housing 

instability
 Help patients improve interpersonal 

relationships 
 Help patients access employment 

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Global HAT Prevalence 

Source: RAND



HAT Results 

Source: Killias, M., Aebi, M. F., & Jurist, K. (2000). The impact of heroin prescription on heroin markets in Switzerland. Crime Prevention Studies, 11, 83-100.

 The North American Opiate Medication Initiative (NAOMI) trial, conducted in Vancouver from 
2005 to 2008, compared injectable diacetylmorphine (pharmaceutical heroin) with oral 
methadone maintenance therapy in patients with opioid dependence that did not respond 
to treatment. 

 This study found that injectable diacetylmorphine was more effective in retaining participants 
and reducing rates of illicit drug use or other illegal activity 



Additional unanticipated HAT effects

Source: Killias, M., Aebi, M. F., & Jurist, K. (2000). The impact of heroin prescription on heroin markets in Switzerland. Crime Prevention Studies, 11, 83-100.



Safe Supply
 Covid-19 introduced a new opportunity to manage the highly potent and highly adulterated drug supply. 
 Currently being prompted by drug user unions and supported by physicians in an effort to lower overdose deaths in 

British Columbia, Canada.

INTERMEDIARY DETERMINANT: HEALTH SYSTEM 



Safer Supply



Safe Supply Results 

 Currently no peer-reviewed literature regarding the potential 
benefits or harms of safe supply programs

 Safe supply initiatives have begun in Canadian cities including 
Toronto (3), London and Ottawa without any overdose related 
deaths, and Vancouver has begun a pilot program that dispenses 
prescribed hydromorphone (Dilaudid) tablets.

 Further research is recommended to support evidence informed 
decision-making on safe supply substances, doses, and delivery 
methods as well as research to determine the cost-effectiveness, 
safety, benefits (19), and long-term outcomes of such programs.



Takeaways 

 Current US drug policy spends billions of dollars with an emphasis on criminal justice 
interventions 

 This policy results in mass incarceration and increased drug potency 
 Harm reduction provides an continuum of strategies which extends evidence based 

public health practice from medical institutions to the community with a focus on 
street-based populations of PWUD.

 These strategies are effective at reducing overdose mortality and criminal activity, 
engaging PWUD in treatment and providing them with tools and education to 
promote, maintain and Improve their own health

 Promoting the health and well being of PWUD requires a continuum and 
combination of services ranging from intervention in life threatening overdose to 
provision of accessible and acceptable treatment options  



Questions?
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