Militants opened safe injection site 3 weeks ago
Mayor, police chief at odds over what to do about it  
Frances Bula Wednesday, April 30, 2003
Militant community groups working in Vancouver's Downtown Eastside disclosed Tuesday they have been operating an unauthorized injection site for drug users for the past three weeks.
And while Mayor Larry Campbell doesn't have a problem with it, provided there is no drug dealing there and no public disturbance, police chief Jamie Graham indicated he is strongly opposed and a department spokeswoman said police may choose to shut down the site.
"We are at this point talking to the city of Vancouver and exploring all our options," Anne Drennan said. Added Graham: "Words just can't describe how disappointed we are that these groups have taken this action."
The site at 327 Carrall has actually been in operation since April 6, the day before police began a crackdown on the open drug market along Hastings Street. 
A 26-year-old registered nurse, Megan Oleson, has worked from 10 p.m. to 2 a.m. every day, monitoring the dozen or so people who visit the site to inject, while Housing Action Committee volunteer Jill Chettiar helps with the drop-in part of the operation, which typically has been attracting 25 to 30 people a night.
The different reactions of Graham and the mayor, who chairs the police board, indicate the two are poles apart on the issue.
Graham said the unauthorized site could jeopardize the Vancouver Coastal Health Authority's attempt to get a site authorized by the federal government, but Campbell said he doesn't believe it will have any impact.
And although he supports police stepping in if the site develops the kind of problems with trafficking that other, similar shooting sites have developed as they've come and gone in the past, the mayor said he doesn't see any need for the police to take action if the operation is orderly.
"We're not arresting addicts on the street as it is," said Campbell, who is in Ottawa this week to meet with Health Canada officials and Solicitor-General Wayne Easter about the proposal for an official injection site.
The police crackdown on the drug market in the Downtown Eastside is a three-month trial that involves putting extra officers into the troubled area as part of the city's drug strategy, which recommended strengthening four "pillars" -- enforcement, treatment, harm reduction, and prevention -- to tackle the city's huge drug problem.
The three-week-old effort has eliminated the dense crowd of drug dealers on the 100 block of East Hastings and the generally anarchic feeling of the street. But health advocates and other groups have been critical of the crackdown, saying it is simply dispersing the problem, causing violence as dealers try to establish new territory, and having a negative impact on addicts' health because they are now injecting their drugs in more unsafe ways.
The groups running the site on Carrall held a news conference Tuesday to publicize what they called their "Safer Injection Site."
Those involved include people like Ann Livingston, an advocate for addicts who has been lobbying for better health care and helping set up indoor injection sites for them since 1996, a new, younger set of radical activists in groups like the Anti-Poverty Coalition and the Housing Action Committee, the lawyers and law students who work with the Pivot Legal Society on poverty and human-rights issues, and addicts from the Vancouver Area Network of Drug Users.
The coalition drew support from some unusual quarters. 
Doctors who work in neighbourhood clinics and at St. Paul's attended the news conference to make statements about the need for better health services for addicts, although they made it clear they were not involved in running the site.
"We want people out of the alleys and not having to inject quickly and unsafely," said Dr. Mark Tyndall, who works in two downtown AIDS clinics and is also a researcher with the Centre for Excellence in HIV/AIDS Research at St. Paul's Hospital.
Tyndall said people would be shocked if they knew how much health-care money goes into treating addicts for infections and overdoses -- problems that could be prevented if there were more harm-reduction efforts like injection sites. And he said the police crackdown is already having a noticeable negative health effect.
"There's been a real decrease in the number of people coming to the clinic for their anti-retroviral drugs," said Tyndall. He said people are afraid to go out on the streets to visit the clinics because they're afraid of being stopped and hassled or arrested.
The organizers of the Carrall site group also read out a telegram from the director of alcohol and drug services at St. Vincent's Hospital in Sydney, Australia, where the country's first approved injection site for drug users was opened last year after community groups opened an unofficial one.
"Sometimes there is no alternative to civil disobedience," wrote Alex Wodak. 
After the media crowd dispersed Tuesday, 35-year-old Syd Blizzo settled in at the small vinyl-tablecloth-covered table in the back room of the office that is stocked with clean water, needles, spoons and alcohol swabs.
Mixing a small chunk of rock -- crack cocaine -- into a spoonful of water, Blizzo talked about how much better it is for him that he can inject in a quiet room instead of out in the alley.
"Something like this would be a start to saying to the addicts, 'There's a facility you can go to, you don't have to be like this.'"
He smokes crack about once every 15 minutes and injects once an hour. He is one of the site's most regular users. Blizzo said the police crackdown has been really bad for him, personally, because he supports himself by dealing drugs.
"I buy half a gram, make five rocks and turn it over. I can keep myself going on the same $40 bucks all day long."
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