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Overdose deaths and 
Vancouver’s supervised 
injection facility

The report by Brandon Marshall and 
colleagues (April 23, p 1429),1 in which 
it is claimed that the opening of a 
supervised injection facility on Sept 21, 
2003, in Van couver, BC, Canada, was 
associated with a 35% decrease in 
overdose deaths in its immediate 
surrounding, contains serious errors.

The claim that all overdose deaths in 
Vancouver declined between 2001 and 
2005 is strongly aff ected by the highly 
questionable inclusion of the year 
2001—a year of much higher heroin 
availability and overdose fatalities 
than all subsequent years. A study 
period starting from 2002 in fact 
shows an increasing trend of overdose 
deaths both for Vancouver and for the 
Downtown Eastside area in which the 
facility, Insite, is situated (fi gure),2 the 
control areas compared in Marshall 
and colleagues’ study.

Curiously, the higher availability of 
heroin up until 2001, which declined 
by 2002 and which has remained low 
since that year, was specifi cally tracked 
in two previous articles3,4 by three of 
the current paper’s researchers and 
therein treated as extraordinary. In 
their latter 2007 study,4 the aforesaid 
three researchers noted that, in a large 
cohort of Vancouver drug users, 21% 
had reported non-fatal overdoses 
in the previous 12 months in 1997, 
dropping to 12% at the beginning of 
2001 and to 5% by the end of 2001, 
rising to 6% in 2004. They clearly 
point to reduced heroin supply as the 
reason, and yet in the Lancet paper 
specifi cally state that “we have no 
evidence that signifi cant changes in 
drug supply or purity occurred during 
the study period”, which of course was 
2001 to 2005.

Of even greater concern is the 
statement in the Lancet paper that 
“we know of no changes in policing 
policy that could have confounded 
our results”. Again, three of the 

researchers were so well appraised of 
major policing changes in the area 
immediately around Insite during 
2003, the same year it opened, that 
they wrote a 2004 article tracking 
the “displacement” of drug users 
out of the policed area around Insite 
and into other areas of Vancouver.5 
In that article they record counts of 
discarded needles reducing by 46% 
in the policed areas whereas needle 
counts in other areas of Vancouver 
increased by similar proportions. 
Most of the overdoses that were 
the subject of the question able 35% 
reduction immediately around Insite 
lay specifi cally in the 12 city blocks 
patrolled by 48–66 police added 
in 2003 and operative to this day 
(personal communication). This major 
change in policing around Insite is 
clearly the most likely cause of any real 
reductions in overdoses that might be 
found in the immediate vicinity of the 
injection facility.

Finally, Marshall and colleagues 
do not declare that 41% of British 
Columbia’s overdose mortality is non-
injection-related.6 This being the case, 
the researchers had the obligation of 
declaring the specifi c proportion of 
deaths that were non-injection-related 
in the vicinity of Insite, compared with 
the rest of Vancouver.

For the extended analysis see 
http://www.drugfree.org.au/
fi leadmin/Media/Global/
Lancet_2011_Insite_Analysis.pdf
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Figure: Drug overdose deaths 2001–05
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