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Overview

• Why are innovative harm reduction interventions needed? 

• Opioid overdose

• What is Drug Checking? 

• What are Overdose Prevention Sites?

• TB HIV Care’s innovative harm reduction project

• Learning from Latin America

• Next steps



Why are innovative harm reduction interventions needed?

• To respond to emerging drug-related risks

• To prevent overdose and avoidable 

deaths

• To strengthen early warning and drug 

surveillance

• To promote informed decision-making

• To strengthen community participation

• To generate local evidence and improve 

services

UNODC World Drug Report 2024





Fatal Drug Overdose in South Africa 

Fatal overdoses reported to 
SACENDU CHR Partners

2025a 2025b 2026a

8 9 2

On 19 October THC was informed by SANPUD and 
Streetscape of a fatal opioid overdose in Cape Town
Contributing factors: 
• Limited access to opioid agonist therapy
• No safe place to use drugs
• Unknown drug quality and constituents
• No access to naloxone in the community

• Largely unreported
• No integration of data from 

hospitals, mortuaries on overdose 
specifically



What is Drug Checking

A harm reduction intervention that uses analytical 

chemistry technologies to give PWUD more information 

about what they are consuming, empowering informed 

decisions about what, how, when, and how much to use in 

order to minimise their risk. 

Returning information back to service users is key.



Drug testing vs Drug Checking

Drug Testing Drug Checking

Detects the presence or absence of a 
specific substance

Provides information about the composition of a 
drug sample and potential risks

Often targets one or a few specific 
substances

May use multiple testing methods

Often indicates whether a target 
substance was detected.

May identify expected or unexpected substances

Simply communicates a test result Includes pre- and post-test counselling, risk 
communication, and harm reduction advice

Can support individual screening and 
targeted surveillance.

Can support individual risk reduction, community 
education, and early warning systems.



Where Could Drug Checking Happen?



What are Overdose Prevention Sites

• These are physical or community-based service points where people can 
receive support related to drug use and its associated risks

• Services may include:

• Drug education and awareness.

• Overdose prevention education and naloxone distribution.

• HIV and hepatitis testing, prevention, and linkage to care.

• Needle and syringe programmes.

• Opioid agonist therapy.

• Peer-led outreach, counselling, and referrals.

• Drug checking and communication of emerging drug-related risks



Overdose prevention sites:
A proven way to prevent overdose deaths and restore public order.

VANCOUVER, CANADA

Exist in over 100 cities around the world.

SHAUN SHELLY · OVERDOSE PREVENTION SITES

MEXICALI, MEXICO CALI, COLOMBIA



T H E  R E C O R D

THREE DECADES OF 
UNIMPEACHABLE GLOBAL 
EVIDENCE

ZERO
On-site fatal 
overdoses. Ever.

100+ sites
Across 60+ cities in 11 
countries over 30 years 
of operation.

46%
Participants at 
Vancouver’s Insite who 
entered addiction 
treatment within a few 
years of opening.

$7.8 m
Estimated annual 
savings for a 
hypothetical Baltimore 
site operating at a 
$1.8M cost.
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Innovative harm 
reduction project



Innovative harm reduction

Work to date

• Focus group discussions to obtain insights into Drug checking

• Established technical advisory groups (Drug Checking & Overdose Prevention 
Sites)

• Developed & tested systems, tools, workflows and community-engagement

• Drafting drug checking research protocol with SA MRC  

• Completed a Community Advisory Group (in Heideveld) to explore local drug 
market, polydrug use

• Overdose Awareness event

• Establishing global network



International collaboration: University of North Carolina

https://www.opioiddata.org/

https://www.opioiddata.org/


Learning from Latin America
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Drug checking, Overdose prevention sites and Early 

Warning exist in Mexico and Colombia

Webinar series take aways:

• Feasible & effective in Global South

• Make overdose prevention supplies accessible

• Share expertise through peer-learning networks

• Bring services to where people are

• Protect confidentiality and dignity

• Make results useful to communities

• Focus on needs of women who use drugs

• Standardise approaches, have audit trail
• Integrate services



Next steps
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1 Finalise governance and 
protocol for drug checking

2 Test tools and workflows

3 Continue community 
learning

4 Operationalise

5 Establish a monitoring 
framework

6 Continue advocating 
around Overdose 
prevention sites



Conclusion
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Drug checking can:

• Provide information for people who use drugs to make 

informed decisions around drug use

• Provide information to inform trends and public health 

responses

 

Overdose prevention sites can:

• Mitigate risks of public drug use

• Provide access points to services

• Reduce concerns of public safety 

Innovative harm reduction services are needed to respond to emerging drug-

related health issues. 
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