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Overview



1. Language begets narratives, which beget policies 
and practices 

▪ “Abuse” and “abuser” charged w/ stigma (e.g. Ashford et al, 2018)
▪ “Dependence” ≠ “addiction”
▪ Treatment ≠ ”substituting one drug with another,” “recovery”
▪ Marijuana vs. cannabis 
▪ “Legalization,” “harm reduction,” 
▪ More about language: ONDCP, AP Style Guide, etc.

2. Linguistic norms define the goals and the means 
3. Changing policy and practice requires changes in 

narratives, language, and imagery  

A Note about Language 



 Fatal Overdose 
▪ Risk highest nationally for Native Americans
▪ Disproportionate impact among African 

Americans in recent years, some jurisdictions
▪ Vulnerability compounded by fatal re-entry  

 Infectious Disease
▪ Young African Americans at highest risk of HIV 

infection, especially injection-attributable
▪ Hepatitis and other infectious disease 

 Other Health Conditions
▪ Non-communicable: e.g. diabetes, cancer, 

mental health
▪ Communicable: e.g. sexually-transmitted 

infections 

Racial Disparities Across Health Domains

Source: US CDC (2017)



Structural determinants of health: many 
social, economic, built environment factors
Laws shape many of these structural factors 
Laws can improve health and reduce risk, 

including for people who use drugs  
But role of law enforcement is poorly 

understood 

Laws as Structural Determinants of Health



1) Law on the Books: law as written
2) Law on the Streets: law as applied

▪ Formal enforcement discretion
▪ Implicit and explicit bias
▪ Management and extrinsic incentives 

Burris, et al. Milbank Q (2004)







Source: MappingPoliceViolence.org (2017)



Case 1: Syringe Access and Policing

 Harm reduction programs reduce HIV, 
Hepatitis transmission, address 
overdose risk, and provide link to 
treatment 

 Encounters with police (arrest, syringe 
or condom confiscation) associated with 
risk behavior and increased levels of 
infectious disease

 Police interference with public health 
programs reduces their impact, fueling 
epidemics 

 Police can, do facilitate harm reduction, 
e.g. by providing security and referring 
clients to services 

Photo by A. Cabrera

(Bluthenthal et al, 1999; Kerr, et al 2005; Blankenship, et al 2002; Davis, et al 2005; Burris et al 2005; Strathdee, et al 2010; Strathdee, et al 2011; 
Beyrer 2012; Beletsky, et al 2011a, Beletsky, et al 2011b, Beletsky, et al, 2012)



 Syringe exchange 
programs (SEPs) in MD 
authorized by state and 
local law, run by City health 
department 

 Study: 308 clients
 Encounters cluster around 

exchange sites 
 Among those reporting 

arrest or citation for syringe 
possession, clients of color 
more likely than whites to 
report being en route to or 
from SEP (P < .001)

Source: Beletsky et al, AJPH (2015)



 Case of Marcus Burrage: 2010 
 Sale of heroin, Joshua Banka’s death 

involves multiple substances 
 Government rationale:

1. Retribution
2. Deterrence/prevention 
3. Incapacitation  
4. Overdose prevention 

 Ultimate result: cleared of homicide 
charge but 20-year sentence for drug 
distribution 

Case Study 2: Drug-induced Homicide Prosecutions 
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Surge of DIH Charges Overtime

13Source: http://healthinjustice.org/drug-induced-homicide



The Myth of the “Dealer”

14Source: http://healthinjustice.org/drug-induced-homicide



Enforcement Discretion Tells a Racist Tale
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Health in Justice (2017)

(N = 611) 



Mapping onto Drug War Disparities
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Source: http://healthinjustice.org/drug-induced-homicide



Public Health Impact: Helpseeking 

17
Source: Latimore and Bergstein, IJDP (2017)



Caution: ”Public Health Approach”

18

Analysis of Racial Make-up of PAARI Jurisdictions vs. State Average 
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• SHIELD (Safety and Health 
Integration in the Enforcement of 
Laws on Drugs) 

• 3-hour course:
1. Basic epidemiology, prevention 

and treatment of HIV, HCV, and 
tuberculosis.

2. Relevant national and state drug 
policies

3. General elements of harm 
reduction; drug use and public 
health perspective

 NIH-NIDA funding

Source: J. Arredondo (2015)
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* All results significant at p<0.01

***



 Law reform is needed, but insufficient
 Changes in institutional policies/guidelines
 Police training and diversification
 Changing incentives for police 
 Surveillance and Monitoring 
 Intersectionality between police reform, 

racial justice, and public health
 Political empowerment and emancipation: 

civil rights frame
(Deane et al, 1999; Keram 2005; Beletsky et al, 2005; Wood et al, 2011; 

Beletsky et al, in press; Beletsky et al, 2011; Silverman et al, 2012)
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