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On behalf of the Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy, I am pleased to 
share with you our first Annual Report to the Community. This report highlights 
the critical work of our strategy, partners, and community over the last year to 
help prevent and/or reduce the negative impacts of substance use. 

The Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy (WRIDS) has approximately 
130 individuals from organizations that work together to address problematic 
substance use and its consequences in Waterloo Region. This year was 
challenging as the COVID-19 pandemic escalated the on-going drug poisoning 
crisis and reduced the capacity of the Strategy and area partners to address 
priority recommendations. Agencies were required to pivot priorities to address 
the emerging pandemic while also responding to the alarming rise in morbidity 
and mortality from the toxicity of unregulated drugs as well the unintended harms 
of COVID-19 mitigation efforts. 

As we move forward into 2021 and beyond, the work of the WRIDS and its 
community partners remains crucial in addressing problematic substance use and 
its consequences. The accomplishments of the past year, including the response 
to the pandemic, was only possible with the dedication, collaboration, and 
commitment of our partners and many community organizations. On behalf of the 
WRIDS Steering Committee, I would like to thank our partners for their continued 
hard work and dedication to help create a safer and healthier Waterloo Region.

Eugene Fenton

The Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy operates in the Kitchener-Waterloo area and acknowledges that 
many Indigenous Nations have longstanding relationships with the territories upon which we are located. We 
are on the traditional territory of the Neutral, Haudenosaunee, and Anishinaabe Peoples and the treaty land of 
the Haldimand Tract, the land promised to the Six Nations Peoples. Today, this area is home to many Indigenous 
Peoples from across Turtle Island, and it is on these ancestral and treaty lands that we work and live, striving to 
make Waterloo Region safer and healthier for all. 

Message from the Chair
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Background 
The WRIDS has been working to address issues of problematic 
substance use in Waterloo Region since 2011. The Strategy 
uses a four-pillar approach of prevention, harm reduction, 
recovery and rehabilitation, and enforcement and justice, with 
an underlying principle of integration. 

Problematic substance use is a complex individual and 
community issue. It requires partnerships across multiple 
sectors and comprehensive solutions that draw on the 
social determinants of health, integration of services, and 
the involvement of people directly impacted by problematic 
substance use and their communities. There are approximately 
130 individuals from organizations, agencies, and the 
community who are involved in the work of the WRIDS through 
the Steering Committee, Pillar Coordinating Committees, and 
various other work groups and committees.

 
Vision: 
To make Waterloo Region safer and healthier.

Mission:
To prevent, reduce, or eliminate problematic substance  
use and its consequences.

Strategy structure:
The Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy is guided by a 
multi-sectoral Steering Committee and four Pillar Coordinating 
Committees which align with the four-pillar approach to drug 
use; Prevention, Harm Reduction, Recovery and Rehabilitation, 
and Enforcement and Justice.

Prevention Coordinating Committee
Harm Reduction Coordinating 

Committee/SIS Feasibility Group
Rehabilitation and Recovery 

Coordinating Committee
Enforcement and Justice 
Coordinating Committee

 Work Groups
 Overdose Prevention Work Group

 Crystal Methamphetamine Work Group

 Work Groups
 Access to Care Strategy

 Addiction Services Group

 Work Groups
Pre-Charge Diversion Work Group

 Post Incarceration Support Work Group

Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs 
Strategy Steering Committee

 Special Work Groups
 • Special Committee on Opioid Response
 • The Overdose Monitoring & Alert Response System (OMARS)  
 Work Group
 • Pregnancy, Breastfeeding and Substance Use Work Group 

The Strategy
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Our Current State
In Waterloo Region, problematic substance use and its 
consequences continue to impact the health, safety, and well-
being of our community. In 2017, the Waterloo Region Substance 
Use Study showed that alcohol and cannabis are the two most 
used substances in our region. Beyond cannabis and alcohol, 
the five most used substances are: substances often associated 
with recreational events (Ecstasy/MDMA, LSD), cocaine, opioids, 
methamphetamines, and benzodiazepines. 

The contamination of the unregulated drug market in Canada is 
causing an increasingly toxic supply that can be referred to as a 
drug poisoning crisis. The impact of the opioid poisoning crisis 
is felt throughout the Waterloo Region by community members, 
service providers, first responders, including people who use 
drugs and those who have friends and family who use drugs.  
Local statistics on opioid overdoses and opioid deaths continue  
to highlight the severity of the issue in our region.
 
Accidental overdose poisoning continues to be a significant 
public health issue in Waterloo Region, as it is across Ontario 

and Canada. In 2020, the Waterloo Region recorded an 
unprecedented number of opioid-related poisoning fatalities due 
in part to the increasing toxicity of unregulated drugs as well as 
the unintended consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. With 
Ontario’s declaration of the state of emergency on March 17th, 
2020, public health restrictions including physical distancing 
measures, reduced capacity for harm reduction sites and other 
services, led to increased social isolation and disruptions in the 
unregulated drug supply. This has increased the risk of death and 
injuries from accidental overdose poisoning.
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1,339

98

220
Waterloo Region Police Services 
and Region of Waterloo Paramedics 
responded to 1,339 suspected 
overdoses in 2020

98 suspected opioid-related deaths in 2020*  

This number is the highest we have ever seen since local surveillance started in 2016

Overdoses were reversed at the 
Consumption and Treatment 
Services (CTS) site since the 
opening in October 2019

*It is important to note that this 2020 data has not been confirmed by the Office of the Chief Coroner of Ontario and does not include other drug poisoning deaths.

56% 158%
Increase in suspected opioid related 
deaths from 2019 to 2020

Increase in suspected opioid related deaths 
from 2016 to 2020

Substance Use in Waterloo Region

7,682
Visits to CTS site since the opening in 
October 2019
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The Prevention pillar focuses on preventing or delaying the onset 
of substance use by addressing the root causes of use. This begins 
with children, youth, and families and fits within a broader context 
of the social determinants of health throughout the  
entire lifespan.

Engaging the Health Care Sector – To address stigma and how families experience 
stigma. To create messages to help parents and youth in having conversations with 
health care providers around substance use.

Resiliency and Life Skills – Partnering with the Positive Parenting Community 
Committee to reach parents and help parents understand resiliency. Resiliency 
workshops through schools (i.e. umbrella project). Use your Instincts Cannabis and 
Vaping Campaign in schools.

Supporting Upstream Approaches – To support the Waterloo Region Crime 
Prevention Council (WRCPC) with the Waterloo Region Youth Engagement Strategy 
(WR-YES). The goal of this strategy is to increase equity in the engagement of youth 
by intentionally addressing the needs of youth furthest from opportunities. Intended 
impacts that include, but are not limited to, delayed onset of substance use, 
reduced involvement in the criminal justice system, decreased risk for trauma and 
victimization, and increased sense of belonging.

Prevention

Prevention 
Priorities for  

2019-2022
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Highlights
In 2019, “The Brain Story” was brought to the Waterloo Region by the YMCAs of Cambridge Kitchener-Waterloo, 
the Positive Parenting Community Committee of Waterloo Region, the Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy, 
Wellington-Guelph Drug Strategy, and the Guelph ACES Coalition. The free one-day workshop focused on how 
lifelong health is determined by more than just our genes: experiences at sensitive periods of development change 
the brain in ways that increase or decrease risk for later physical and mental illness, including addiction.

In 2020, a follow-up series called “The Brain Story Summer Series” was launched virtually through Zoom. Pre-
recorded presentations done by Dr. Nicole Sherren, Dr. Jean Clinton, and Elder Kerrie Moore were played and 
a Panel Discussion with guests from Alberta and Ontario who have mobilized the Brain Story teachings in their 
communities was also hosted. The last session in the Summer Series was a Moving to Action in Waterloo Region 
session which saw community partners in Waterloo Region strategizing on how to move to action in Waterloo 
Region. Through this successful summer series, a Brain Story Mobilization Working Group was formed.

The Waterloo Region District School Board (WRDSB) shared a School Mental Health Ontario resource called “No 
Problem Too Big or Too Small” which is created by youth for youth, aimed at supporting help-seeking in youth. The 
WRDSB is also working on developing a resource for youth on how to support a peer. 

The Region of Waterloo Public Health and WRDSB collaborated to offer four parent education nights across the 
Region on cannabis and vaping in the last week of February 2020 and the first week of March 2020.
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The Harm Reduction pillar aims to reduce harms to individuals and 
communities resulting from problematic substance use. It focuses 
on the potential harm that results from drug use rather than the drug 
use itself and strives to meet people who use drugs “where they 
are at”. This pillar has prioritized the expansion of harm reduction 
programming, increasing public awareness of substance use and 
overdose, and increasing access to safe needle disposal options.

The following priorities were identified for action at the end of 2019 with work 
starting in early 2020. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, much of this work was 
paused due to lack of staff resources, staff re-deployment, and competing priorities. 
A review of priorities is planned for winter 2021. 

Understanding Crystal Methamphetamine Use – To understand crystal 
methamphetamine use within Waterloo Region and develop strategies to support 
those who use crystal methamphetamine.

Harm Reduction and Primary Care – The development of a strategy to support a 
harm reduction care model in primary health care settings.

Overdose Awareness – To support overdose awareness through events and 
campaigns in the community, including International Overdose Awareness Day.

Sharps Disposal – To provide ongoing support and expansion for the sharps 
disposal strategy in Waterloo Region.

Harm Reduction 

Harm Reduction 
Priorities for 

2019-2022
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Highlights
International Overdose Awareness Day 2020: A series of small socially distanced events in the community as well 
as an online panel discussion on what the Waterloo Region community is doing to help reduce overdoses and how 
organizations are working together.

Compassion Fatigue and Collective Care for Front Line Worker Workshops in collaboration with Sanguen Health 
Centre: In 2019, workshops were facilitated to address the burnout that frontline workers were experiencing 
responding to the overdose crisis. In, 2020, a series of workshops were facilitated as the COVID-19 pandemic has 
taken a toll on frontline workers responding to the crisis in our community. Frontline workers were facing increased 
levels of stress and burnout due to the complex nature of the crisis.

The opening of the temporary Consumption and Treatment Site (CTS) in Kitchener on 150 Duke St. West on October 
15th, 2019. 

The opening of the permanent CTS site in Kitchener on 150 Duke St. West on October 14th, 2020. The new CTS site 
contains safe consumption/overdose prevention services, harm reduction supply distribution, wound care, sharps 
disposal, mental health support, access to social services, primary care, and treatment supports on site or by referral.
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The Recovery and Rehabilitation pillar focuses on providing 
services to improve the physical and emotional well-being of people 
who use substances or have used substances. Developing services 
care pathways and incorporating harm reduction approaches to 
treatment continue to be important in moving forward the work of 
this pillar.

ACCESS to Care for People Who Use Substances – The goal is to develop a 
Waterloo Region Substance Use Treatment System resource to inform system 
improvement, prioritizing areas for development, enhancement, integration, and 
advocacy. The intended impact is to increase the capacity of our substance use 
treatment system to meet the current needs of the community.

Mental Health and Addictions Supports and Housing Services – The goal is to 
provide better, coordinated housing access to affordable housing with specialized 
addiction services, increasing the number of individuals with substance use and 
mental health impacts who are housed and maintain housing, decreasing the 
amount of emergency response and intervention, and improving integration in the 
housing community.

Supporting Harm Reduction Services and Messaging – To support current and 
proposed harm reduction initiatives to address overdose fatalities and injuries in 
Waterloo Region. 

Advocacy for Enhanced Treatment Resources – An adequate supply of treatment 
options continues to be needed in Waterloo Region. Advocacy for more and 
ongoing provincial funding to meet the full spectrum of treatment needs (e.g. day 
treatment, residential treatment, counselling) is ongoing. 

Recovery 
and Rehabilitation 

Recovery and 
Rehabilitation 

Priorities for
2019-2022
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Highlights
2020 was a year of change and adjustment for the Recovery and Rehabilitation pillar as the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic caused an increase in wait lists for residential treatment admissions due to COVID-19 restrictions. 
Although there were challenges, these challenges have paved the way for innovations:

• Outpatient and residential services remained open thorough the pandemic, many services pivoted to provide 
virtual care through phone and online groups.

• Additional funding was allocated through the LHIN for Day Treatment and to assist in creating a local COVID-19 
response for those without permanent housing. 

• Increased access to treatment options in Waterloo Region. Sublocade is now being offered as a treatment 
option at the Rapid Access to Addiction Medicine clinics across the Waterloo Region.

• Recovery Homes in Cambridge hired two peer workers to support social inclusion and re-integration  
into the community. 

• Collaboration between the Community of Practice Table and the Centre of Excellence for Addictions  
and Mental Health.

11 |  Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy 2020 Report to the Community  



The Enforcement and Justice pillar addresses community safety, 
crime, and disorder resulting from problematic substance use. 
Partners in this pillar play a crucial role in shifting the dialogue and 
focus of enforcement and justice from individuals using substances 
who are encountering the justice system to a broader social 
determinants of health lens. Concentrating on drug trafficking, 
diversion programs, and supporting community understanding of 
legal rights when helping someone who has overdosed continue  
to be critical within this pillar.

Diversion – The exploration of justice system diversion strategies and the 
implementation of diversion for simple possession of controlled substances. 
Diversion is a voluntary way to resolve minor criminal charges and once completed, 
individuals will not be convicted of the offence originally charged. 

Post Incarceration – Working with people who use drugs on how to support before 
and after incarceration. This work focuses on reducing the number of overdoses 
after incarceration as well as advocating for housing options after incarceration.

Enforcement 
and Justice for 

2019-2022

Enforcement 
and Justice  
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Highlights
The promotion of the Good Samaritan Drug Overdose Act in Waterloo Region. The Good Samaritan Drug Overdose 
Act was passed in 2017 to encourage people to report or intervene in overdose emergencies. Under the Act, if you 
seek emergency assistance for yourself or for someone else who has overdosed, you will be provided with limited 
immunity from simple possession charges.

The Waterloo Region Drug Treatment Courts (DTC) were established to address the root causes of crime as related 
to addiction. The DTC provides access to drug, alcohol and other treatment and rehabilitation services as well as 
supporting services including mental health treatment, family therapy, and job skills training.

The Pre-Charge Diversion Work Group has made advancements in implementing diversion for simple possession 
of controlled substances. The Work Group has been working with partners in the Waterloo Region to support a 
wholistic and harm reduction focused Federal Diversion Program.
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Integration is the fifth pillar and a foundational element of the 
four-pillar model. This pillar acknowledges that no one pillar 
can independently address the negative impacts associated 
with substance use and that to move beyond silos and sectors, 
integration is essential. Many issues related to problematic 
substance use use cross over between pillars and the solutions 
to address these issues involve collaborative actions by all 
pillars. Integration is operationalized through the work of a multi-
sectoral Steering Committee and Coordinator that oversees the 
implementation of the 99 Recommendations of the Drugs Strategy.  

Integration/Steering 
Committee
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Multiple agencies from the Steering Committee are involved in the The Inner-City Health Alliance (ICHA). The ICHA is a network of 
health, medical, and social agencies serving people living in vulnerable conditions. Specifically people experiencing or at risk of any 
or all challenges such as homelessness, addiction, and/or issues of mental and/or physical health. 

The Overdose Monitoring, Alert and Response System (OMARS) is a project of the WRIDS to alert the community to urgent overdose 
information and monitor fatal and non-fatal overdose trends over time in the community. In 2020, OMARS continued to meet and 
release alerts to provide timely warnings to individuals and organizations in our community.  

The Steering Committee applied for a Substance Use and Addictions Program (SUAP) Community Opioid Capacity Building Project 
(COM-CAP) grant to help increase community awareness about the full spectrum of harm reduction services in Waterloo Region. 
The grant would have provided support for safe supply, harm reduction initiatives and Indigenous approaches to addiction recovery, 
however, the application was unsuccessful.

Highlights
With the announcement of the COVID-19 global pandemic, many agencies in the Waterloo Region re-deployed staff to assist in 
pandemic efforts, including staff assisting committees of the WRIDS. 

On November 16th, 2020, the WRIDS officially adopted a statement in support of ‘safe supply’. The Waterloo Region saw a record 
number of suspected opioid-related poisoning fatalities in 2020 and the urgency to avoid similar preventable deaths in 2021 cannot  
be overstated. Please read the statement below.

“The need for safe supply is a national public health crisis. Canada’s overdose poisoning crisis remains one of the most significant 
public health challenges of the last century. A safer alternative to the unregulated, toxic, illicit market is urgently needed to prevent 
overdose deaths and injuries. With the COVID-19 pandemic and on-going imbalances in health equity, the supply of, and demand for, 
unregulated illicit substances has been impacted. As a result, overdose fatalities have surged across Canada, including  
Waterloo Region.

Safe supply initiatives prescribe legal, regulated alternatives to 
individuals relying on the unregulated, toxic market. Research 
shows that safe supply saves lives and has a positive effect on 
individuals and communities. The Waterloo Region Integrated 
Drugs Strategy (WRIDS) supports safe supply initiatives as part 
of a public health approach grounded in equity. The WRIDS 
encourages all levels of government, regulators, professional 
colleges, funders, prescribers, service providers, and others 
with a role in reducing overdose poisoning to enable, support, 
and/or expedite safe supply initiatives.

The WRIDS is a multi-sectoral collaborative that aims to 
prevent, reduce and/or eliminate substance use and its 
consequences through integrated efforts in prevention, harm 
reduction, recovery and rehabilitation, and enforcement  
and justice.”
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More Information
To learn more about the Drug Strategy, access resources and reports,  
sign up for overdose alerts, and view data, please visit  
www.waterlooregiondrugstrategy.ca.

The Drug Strategy is located at:
Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy
44 Francis St. S, Kitchener, ON, N2G 2A2
 
Follow us on Twitter @DrugStrategyWR

Published by:
The Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy (WRIDS). 
Copyright 2021. The Waterloo Region Integrated Drugs Strategy. All rights reserved.

*”This piece is made of stacked puzzles to show that we all fit together. By practicing harm reduction to build positive connections, we can move forward leaving negativity behind.” Heidi Morrison, Artist (moreheidi@gmail.com)


