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PROPOSAL NAME Advocacy for the Decriminalization of drug possession for personal use 

Origin: First United Church Community Ministry Society 

1. What is the issue? (describe in broad terms)  

Currently in Canada the ongoing punitive approach towards simple possession of drugs for personal use has 

neglected to see that drug addiction is a health issue, not a crime, and therefore ought not be criminalized. 

Criminalization of simple possession has unnecessarily harmed individuals, families and communities and directed 

police and judicial resources towards criminalizing casual and entrenched users rather than importers and 

suppliers and neglected to provide adequately for medical, social and rehabilitative supports.  

We believe God/Jesus/Holy Spirit is calling us to:  

 respond to the challenge of the impact of criminalization of drugs for personal use 

2. Why is this issue important?  

What are the key underlying theological, ecclesiological, missional, or justice issues?  

The United Church of Canada seeks hope and healing for all persons and communities. We are committed to living 

out the healing ministry of Jesus in all areas of life and to take seriously the choice set before us by Moses: “To 

choose life, not death, blessing not curse.”  

This is an issue of social justice which bears on civil society’s capacity to support those most vulnerable, including 

those who struggle with issues of addiction and mental health. 

What is the history/background of this issue?  

For all of human history human beings have used substances in forms such as alcohol, natural remedies, 

hallucinogenics and more recently pharmaceuticals.  In most societies those substances have been both accepted 

and monitored, with criminalization being the route taken for those who have profited from fostering addictive 

behaviour. 

In 2017, there were an estimated 4,000 instances of preventable overdose deaths in Canada. Drug addiction is not 

an issue that only affects poor urban neighbourhoods - it impacts all classes, backgrounds and neighbourhoods 

across Canada.  

In 1954, there were only 212 drug convictions in Canada (89% were for possession). None were related to 

cannabis. In 2016, there were 95,417 drug arrests, with 73% of those arrests for possession with 46% of all arrests 

relating to cannabis. 

Recently there has been an effort towards the legalization of a heretofore illegal substance, cannabis.  At the same 

time, those who possess other substances for recreational use may easily be criminalized for simple possession.  

The legalization of cannabis for personal use will effect a decrease in arrests for possession. However, if the trend 

in drug arrests for possession continues, we can still expect to see over 35,000 drug arrests for possession of other 

drugs nationwide in the coming year.  

In addition, the impacts of arresting and prosecuting individuals for simple possession of drugs for personal use 

causes harm to the individual on a personal level. The most serious immediate impact is when habitual opioid 



users are arrested for possession and spend several days in jail, when they return to the street and resume use, 

their tolerance will have dropped putting them at increased risk of overdose or overdose death. More broadly, in 

addition to the trauma and stigma experienced by those who are arrested for drug possession, the criminal record 

associated can impact the futures of both habitual and recreational drug users. A criminal record for drug 

possession can be a bar to future employment, impede travel, and affect personal, family and social relationships 

in ways that are often irrevocable.  

Researchers such as Dr. Gabor Maté, Donald MacPherson (Executive Director of the Canadian Drug Policy Coalition 

and former Drug Policy Coordinator at the City of Vancouver), SFU professor emeritus Bruce Alexander and many 

others have recently advocated for the treatment of drug addiction as a medical issue, providing significant 

evidence that the criminalization of drugs has been historically ineffective in curbing drug addiction. Further, there 

is consensus amongst researchers that arrests for simple possession serves only to aggravate the life of an addict 

and does little to contribute to the well being of communities.  

In 2017, as part of First United Church Vancouver’s inaugural Roddan Jubilee Lecture Series, New York Times best-

selling author Johann Hari spoke about addiction and stigma, and the special role Vancouver has played in shaping 

research and advocacy on our scientific understanding of drug addiction. Hari’s talk is available online here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pr69hCne250&t=271s  

Recognition is rising that criminalization of drugs for personal use is an ineffective tool to deal with a medical issue. 

Early in March 2018, the City of Vancouver’s managing director of social policy Mary Clare Zak called for 

decriminalization of drug possession, citing drastic action needed in the midst of the opioid overdose crisis. The 

City of Vancouver’s position is that decriminalization fits well with Vancouver’s existing “Four Pillars Drug 

Strategy.” The four pillars of the existing strategy are: harm reduction, prevention, treatment and enforcement. 

Local activists say that in practice there has only been focus on harm reduction and enforcement (mainly arrests 

for possession), and that decriminalization would both free up more resources at all levels of government to 

provide prevention and treatment of drug addiction, as well as allow law enforcement to focus on serious 

trafficking and production/importation/exportation for trafficking.  

In 2017 and 2018, both the NDP and Liberal causes have begun to talk about the need to decriminalize drugs for 

personal use, with both caucuses pushing Prime Minister Trudeau to consider such a move.  The United Nations, 

the World Health Organization, as well as the International Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies support 

decriminalization through their work on the Global Commission on Drug Policy. The Canadian Public Health 

Association has also issued a draft position statement on the decriminalization of personal use of drugs.  

We believe addiction is a health issue, not a criminal offense. In March 2018 the federal government announced it 

is beginning to reduce the restrictions and barriers to treatment of opioid addiction by allowing easier access to 

prescription heroin and methadone. 

Even prior to church union in 1925, our founding denominations have led on social problems including drug and 

alcohol abuse, with temperance campaigns as early as the 1890’s. 

As a church, we should continue to support temperance as our goal. We believe that in the midst of today’s 

overwhelming overdose crisis and the immense resources poured into law enforcement for enforcement and 

penalization of drug possession as a crime, the United Church of Canada needs to lead again on a pressing social 

issue by supporting shifts in public policy towards more effective and life-giving strategies to deal with the 

consequences of drug addiction. 

What are the principles informing this issue?  

 Negative effect of criminalization on individuals and communities. 

 Need for adequate social and health care supports for those involved in addictions. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pr69hCne250&t=271s


 Need for the church’s voice to be heard on a matter of personal and societal health and justice. 

3. How might the General Council respond to the issue?  

It is proposed… 

 That the General Secretary of the United Church of Canada write on behalf of the General Council to the 

Prime Minister and Ministers of Health and Justice to advocate for the decriminalization of simple drug 

possession for personal use. 

 

 That communities of faith, outreach ministries, regions and the national church engage in studies of 

addiction and the resulting stigma in light of the opioid crisis and the political shifts towards 

decriminalization of drugs for personal use. 

Note to 3.A: The General Council could be asked to have a conversation about a particular issue as an end in itself 

without making a policy decision or taking other action.  

Note to 3.B: Suggestions for wording of a policy/strategy could be offered as possibilities for consideration in the 

decision-making process but not as expectations of a particular outcome.  

4. For the body transmitting this proposal to the General Council: Are there comments, affirmations, suggestions 

you would like to make with respect to this proposal? 

Funding Implications  

We anticipate minimal financial costs, and varying staff time at different levels of the church. There are resources 

already available to support communities of faith and regions in local study and advocacy. Likewise, staff in the 

General Council Office are aware of outreach and incorporated ministries with expertise who can support national 

campaigns for decriminalization and government relations to that effect. 


