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Medical experts urge compassion, understanding, and evidence-based
solutions to reduce substance-related harms as Canadians mark International
Overdose Awareness Day

August 29, 2025 - The Canadian Society of Addiction Medicine (CSAM-SMCA) is recognizing
International Overdose Awareness Day on Sunday (August 31) with a renewed call for the federal
government to establish a Canadian Mental Health and Substance Use Health Task Force with a
mandate to create an evidence-based, national policy framework on treatment and prevention of
substance use disorder (SUD) in Canada.

The current addiction crisis carries an immense cost to Canadian society through premature death,
disease, loss of work, and impact on mental, physical, and family health. Between 2016 and 2024,
over 47,000 people died of opioid toxicity. The time for action is now.

“CSAM members work with people impacted by SUD and addiction on a daily basis and see first-
hand the harm caused by the opioid epidemic and toxic drug supply,” said Dr. Erin Knight, President
of CSAM-SMCA. “Fortunately, addiction is a treatable chronic health condition with outcomes
comparable to other commonly treated chronic diseases managed in health settings; what is
needed is for policymakers to enact known solutions based on all four pillars of substance use
policy: prevention, harm reduction, treatment, and enforcement.”

Substance Use Disorder is an illness that often begins in youth, with up to 90 percent of the cases
developing during adolescence and early adult years. Most young people with SUD also have other
mental health symptoms. Those who initiate use before 15 years of age are six times more likely to
go on to develop a SUD compared to those who initiate use over 21, highlighting the importance of
prevention and early intervention efforts in youth.

Substance use disorder is, and should be treated as, a health issue. Among other initiatives CSAM-
SMCA supports is the implementation and continued operation of regulated Supervised
Consumption Services (SCS) across Canada as a critical and evidence-based harm reduction
strategy that saves lives, reduces the health and social consequences of substance use, and
improves access to care for people who use drugs. Multiple studies have shown that SCS
significantly reduces overdose mortality in surrounding communities, decreases transmission of
infectious diseases, and improves access to healthcare and substance use care.

“International Overdose Awareness Day is an important occasion to mark,” said Dr. Knight. “Yet
awareness alone is insufficient. Those on the front lines working with Canadians impacted by the
opioid epidemic and toxic drug crisis call for greater public understanding and compassion, as well
as support for evidence-based public policy action in order to save lives.”


https://www.ourcommons.ca/Content/Committee/441/HESA/Brief/BR13419348/br-external/CanadianSocietyOfAddictionMedicine-e.pdf
https://csam-smca.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/SCS-Position-Statement-final.pdf

About CSAM-SMCA

CSAM-SMCA is a national organization of Canadian healthcare professionals, including some
members with lived and living experience of addiction. The organization is committed to advancing
the understanding and treatment of substance-related and behavioural addiction. For more
information on CSAM-SMCA, please visit: https://csam-smca.org/.
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