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A Green Strategy for Substance Use 
BACKGROUND 
Provincial Costs and Responsibilities Associated With Federal Drug Policies 

Policies relating to illegal drugs in Canada are issues of federal jurisdiction, yet 

provinces must pay for many of the health care interventions resulting from 

harms associated with both legal and illegal substance use. Decisions made at 

the federal level have a significant impact on the personal and public health costs 

of all Canadians, and all levels of government should be involved in developing 

holistic local and bio-regional responses to substance use.  

Problematic substance use is a health problem, not a moral failing or personal 

weakness, and therefore must be addressed as a public health issue, rather than 

one of criminal justice. As such, issues such as dependence, addiction, and the 

potential harms of both legal and illegal substances should not be exacerbated 

by punitive federal drug laws, as is currently the case. 

Provinces should have a stronger voice in developing national approaches to 

substance use, and be given the resources necessary to implement evidence-

based responses at the local and provincial level. The Green Strategy for 

Substance Use in B.C. is a comprehensive document that calls into question 

current federal/provincial jurisdictional responsibilities with respect to illegal 

drugs.  

The Green Party of B.C. advocates for greater provincial control over health 

matters such as substance use. GPBC will lobby the federal government to move 

away from criminal justice strategies based on fear, misinformation and 

prejudice, towards an evidence-based approach to substance use based on the 

principles of human rights and harm reduction and public health, and focused on 

science, reason and compassion. The following Green Strategy for Substance 

Use is proposed as an alternative to Canada’s ineffective drug strategies and the 

failed and expensive drug prohibition that is taking such a significant toll on the 

health and safety of all British Columbians. 
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES 
• The desire to experience altered states of consciousness has been a part of 

human culture since prehistoric times, and  this often involves the use of 

psychoactive substances such as alcohol, tobacco, pharmaceutical medications, 

and currently illegal substances.  

• The legal or illegal designation of certain substances is a reflection of historical 

and social mores, and is not based on scientific evidence or public health 

principles. 

• Not all substance use is problematic.  There is a spectrum of use ranging from 

beneficial or non-problematic to problematic and/or dependent.  

• The minds and bodies of individual Canadians are sovereign, and governments 

should not dictate what substances people may or may not ingest as long as 

they refrain from committing crimes against individuals, property or society. 

• Individuals have the right to make informed decisions about what they put into 

their bodies, and governments have a responsibility to ensure that the 

production and distribution of commodities such as foods and drugs are 

regulated for maximal safety (i.e. purity, amount). 

• The current prohibition of psychoactive substances in Canada is criminalizing 

otherwise law-abiding citizens, and is leading to an increase in the personal and 

public health harms associated with substance use.  

• Government resources should focus on addressing the health and social issues 

stemming from problematic substance use and addiction rather than on 

enforcing criminal laws directed at personal consumption by adults.  

• The Green Party of B.C. supports an end to the prohibition on psychoactive 

substances, and a move towards regulated and controlled models of access 

focused on the principles of human rights and harm reduction rather than 

enforcement and incarceration. 
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Discussion & Policy Recommendations 
1. SUBSTANCE USE AND HARM REDUCTION 
The desire to explore alternate states of consciousness has been a part of 

human culture since the dawn of history, and this often involves the use of 

psychoactive substances such as alcohol, tobacco, pharmaceutical medications, 

and currently illicit substances. These include opiates (heroin, opium and 

morphine), stimulants (cocaine, crack, amphetamine, crystal meth), and 

entheogens (peyote, cannabis, ayahuasca, ecstacy, psilocybin mushrooms, 

LSD).  

Substances themselves have no inherent moral status—they are neither good 

nor bad—but relationships with both legal and illegal substances can have both 

positive and negative consequences on individual users and on society. Not all 

substance use is problematic, and the spectrum of use ranges from 

beneficial/therapeutic/traditional use (for example, the therapeutic use of 

cannabis or ayahuasca, or the traditional use of tobacco by First Nations) to 

recreational/social/personal (such as adults having a few drinks on the weekend, 

or smoking a joint with friends) to problematic (such as chronic dependence on 

substances like alcohol, tobacco or crystal meth). 

The legal or illegal designation of certain substances is a reflection of historical 

and social mores, and is not based on scientific evidence or public health 

principles. The two substances that make the greatest contributions to death, 

disease and associated health care costs in Canada are tobacco and alcohol. By 

comparison, the public health impact of all illegal substance use in Canada is 

less than that of obesity. Research clearly shows that many of the policies 

designed to prevent the use and abuse of illicit substances are actually 

increasing the potential harms to individuals and to society. The current 

enforcement and criminal justice-centered approach to drug control further 

marginalizes those who use illegal substances, and surrenders control of these 

substances to an unregulated black market. This has led to significant public 
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health issues, including overdoses, the spread of diseases like HIV/AIDS and 

Hepatitis C, and the side-effects of unexpected adulteration and drug 

purity/quality issues. All of these outcomes are directly attributable to drug 

prohibition rather than the actual use of illicit substances, and all are largely 

avoidable in a harm-reduction-based drug policy strategy.  

Policies 

 The Green Party of BC supports the use of evidence-based, harm 

reduction practices such as needle-exchange, substitution treatments, and 

safe consumption sites in order to reduce the potential personal and public 

health harms of substance use. 

2. A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH TO SUBSTANCE USE 
The mind and body of individual Canadians are sovereign, and that there is no 

legitimate state interest in what substances people ingest as long as they refrain 

from committing crimes against individuals, property or society. Much evidence 

suggests that drug prohibition has failed to reduce either the use of psychoactive 

substances or the potential harms associated with this use, and that prohibition 

itself is increasing the personal and public health impact and associated costs of 

substance use. We believe that the ever-increasing amount of time, money and 

resources devoted to enforcing the arbitrary prohibition of certain substances 

should be redirected to evidence-based drug education and treatment for 

problematic substance use.  

It is the goal of the Green Party of B.C. to remove the profits associated with 

substance use and abuse from the coffers of organized crime, reduce drug-

related theft and crime, and to reduce the potential harms associated with 

unknown drug quality and purity. Therefore, we support regulated adult access to 

cannabis through licensed distribution outlets supplied by licensed cultivation 

facilities, and access to pharmaceutical substitutes for currently illicit substances 

like opiates, crystal meth and cocaine through a physician’s prescription. We also 

support increasing the availability of weak or oral solutions of commonly available 
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illicit substances such as coca or opium tea in order to reduce dependence and 

withdrawal from more concentrated versions of these substances. Additionally, in 

recognition that nearly one million Canadians have criminal records related to the 

simple possession of cannabis, which can significantly impact career 

opportunities and international travel, we urge the federal government to 

immediately issue pardons for past cannabis charges stemming from personal 

use. 

Policies 

To reduce the harms associated with substance use—and to stop illegal drug 

profits from ending up in the hands of organized crime—the Green Party of 

B.C. would: 

o  legalize and regulate the production and distribution of cannabis 

through licensed outlets, and pardon past convictions for cannabis 

possession and trafficking; 

o support access to pharmaceutical substitutes for illegal drugs 

through a physician’s recommendation and to weak or oral 

solutions in order to reduce withdrawal and dependence. 

3. PREVENTION AND DEMAND REDUCTION  
Substance use is a part of every society, and abstinence is one way to avoid the 

potential harms of problematic substance use. However, should people choose 

to use psychoactive substances, honest education and accurate information are 

an important way to prevent harmful consequences. 

Over the last few years, an evidence-based campaign directed at youth 

illustrating the potential harms of tobacco use has significantly reduced the 

number of adolescent smokers. This positive outcome was achieved without 

criminalizing youth who were caught smoking tobacco, or arresting and 

imprisoning responsible adult users. This suggests that a similar approach would 

be effective in regards to other substances. Therefore, in order to both reduce 

the problematic use of psychoactive substances, we support evidence-based 
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drug education from all levels of government and in the school system (as 

opposed to the fear-based, unscientific, and unsuccessful U.S.-based DARE 

program that currently operates in hundreds of British Columbia schools). 

Policies 

 Implement school-based drug education focused on science and reason, 

rather than fear and misinformation, and evidence-based public education 

and awareness campaigns directed at reducing the potential harms of 

both legal and illegal substances. 

4. TREATMENT  
Most substance use causes minimal or no harm to end-users and will not lead to 

dependence. Addiction can be a problem for some users, and it is now 

considered a medical condition, and not a moral failing or personal weakness. 

However, Canada’s primary response to substance use and abuse has been 

increased police enforcement of our drug laws resulting in the criminalization or 

incarceration of non-violent substance users. Evidence suggests incarceration is 

a completely ineffective way to treat any medical condition, including addiction, 

and this prohibition-based policy approach is leading to an increase in the spread 

of HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C through our prison system and thereafter into the 

general population. Additionally, with over 75% of federal substance use funding 

being spent on enforcement, the availability of both detox and treatment spaces 

is far below the actual provincial need, particularly in rural areas.  

Policies 

 British Columbians who suffer from substance dependence deserve the 

opportunity to obtain treatment on demand. GPBC would ensure that 

regional health authorities in British Columbia offer a variety of options for 

treatment of addictions of all kinds. Clients would receive treatment in a 

timely fashion and would be treated with dignity and respect by health 

professionals. 
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5. COMPASSIONATE ACCESS TO MEDICAL CANNABIS 
The medical use of cannabis is obviously a health issue, and therefore should fall 

under the purview of provincial health bodies rather than federal regulations. 

Although Canada has legalized access to medical cannabis through Health 

Canada’s Marihuana Medical Access Division, the program has been marred by 

poor service delivery, and has been found unconstitutional in a number of court 

rulings for not adequately protecting or supplying Canada’s medical cannabis 

users. The decision to use medical cannabis is a personal one. If there are 

requirements for the recommendation of a health care practitioner for legal or 

subsidized use, this decision should be made between an individual and their 

health care practitioner. Health Canada has no place interfering with this 

relationship.  

We also believe in increasing the options for access to a safe supply of medical 

cannabis, including community-based access through medical cannabis 

dispensaries otherwise known as “compassion clubs”. Therefore, we support 

licensing and regulating medical cannabis cultivators and community-based 

dispensaries in order to increase access options for Canada’s critically and 

chronically ill, and will lobby for provincial control over this health issue. In 

recognition that cost is often an obstacle to medical cannabis access, we support 

having the cost of medical cannabis use covered by provincial healthcare 

programs. 

Policies 

 The Green Party of B.C. supports legal access to medical cannabis with a 

health care practitioner’s support, and cost-coverage of medical cannabis 

by provincial healthcare programs. 

 We support the legalization and regulation of community-based medical 

cannabis dispensaries and cultivators at the provincial level. 
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6. THERAPEUTIC AND SPIRITUAL USE OF ENTHEOGENIC SUBSTANCES 
The evidence of thousands of years of traditional indigenous cultural practices 

suggest that entheogenic substances like ayahuasca, ibogaine, LSD, and 

psilocybin are beneficial within therapeutic or traditional ceremonial contexts, and 

may be a valuable means of facilitating mystical or spiritual experiences. 

However, current legal restrictions on these substances have made it difficult to 

examine the potential social, spiritual and therapeutic benefits of etheogens. 

Policies 

The Green Party of B.C. supports regulated access to entheogens, and 

would provide funding for research into their therapeutic potential, 

particularly in the treatment of addictions and psychological ailments. 

7 ENFORCEMENT 
Enforcement will continue to play a role in a public health-centered substance 

use strategy, and the use of substances – whether currently legal or illegal – is 

not an excuse for committing violence, theft, or property damage. We urge 

enforcement to focus on protecting the public from violence and serious crimes 

rather than policing or prosecuting Canadians for personal use and possession, 

which has only resulted in criminalizing otherwise law abiding citizens, 

overwhelming our courts and prisons with non-violent substance users, and in 

subsequently increasing the spread of HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C from to these 

individuals, and thereafter to the general population. 

In a well-regulated system, there will be legitimate concerns that children may 

gain access to certain psychoactive substances through adults, and there will 

likely be ongoing distribution to-and-from other countries. We therefore urge the 

police to focus drug interdiction resources to adults who distribute psychoactive 

substances to youth and adolescents without parental permission, and on the 

cross-border illicit drug trade. However, in cases of youth-to-youth distribution, 

we recommend the use of non-incarceration options such as community-service. 

Policies 
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 Enforcement can and should play a role in a public health approach to 

substance use; however, it should be focused on protecting the public 

from serious crime, rather than on personal substance use. Cross-border 

drug trade and the distribution of psychoactive substances by adults to 

minors without parental permission should be the primary focus of drug 

interdiction strategies and resources. The Green Party of BC would 

redirect provincial police funding to address these issues rather than 

targeting substance users. 
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