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January 18, 2026
For immediate release
BC SOCIAL WORKERS RAISE CONCERNS ABOUT ENDING DRUG DECRIMINALIZATION PILOT AND CALL FOR A REGULATED SYSTEM OF CARE
(Vancouver) — The BC Association of Social Workers (BCASW) is deeply concerned by the provincial government’s decision to end British Columbia’s three-year drug decriminalization pilot, warning that the move risks reversing progress made in responding to the toxic drug crisis and may contribute to preventable loss of life.
Health Minister Josie Osborne announced that the pilot will end on January 31, 2026, citing concerns that it did not achieve the intended outcomes. This decision comes as Canada approaches the 10-year anniversary of the public health emergency, during which more than 16,000 people in BC have died from unregulated illicit drugs.
BCASW notes that governments across Canada are retreating from harm-reduction approaches at the same time as emerging evidence — including research supported by Health Canada — continues to demonstrate that harm-reduction measures are associated with lower overdose rates, reduced strain on hospitals, improved access to housing and social supports, and decreased criminalization.
Social workers across BC see firsthand that the issue is not whether care exists, but whether people can access it. While the province often reports progress in terms of “beds added,” there remains little transparency about how many individuals are able to enter treatment, complete care, and successfully transition into stable aftercare and community supports. Reporting bed numbers alone does not reflect real outcomes for people.
Former BC Chief Coroner Lisa Lapointe and other advocates have consistently emphasized that meaningful progress requires more than policy reversals. They have called for a regulated, publicly accessible recovery and treatment system, grounded in evidence and designed to serve people across the full continuum of care — from harm reduction and withdrawal management to treatment, housing, income security, and long-term supports. They have also highlighted the ways racism and profit-driven models continue to shape inequitable access to care and worsen outcomes for marginalized communities.
“Ending the decriminalization pilot without first putting a regulated, transparent, and accessible system of care in place risks deepening the very harms we are trying to address,” said Chelsea Minhas, Executive Director of the BC Association of Social Workers. “Social workers know that recovery is not achieved through enforcement or rhetoric — it requires a whole-person approach rooted in the social determinants of health, accountability for outcomes, and an honest reckoning with how racism and profit have shaped our current systems.”
BCASW continues to call on the provincial government to recommit to evidence-based, person-centred responses to the toxic drug crisis, including transparent reporting on outcomes, not just capacity, and the development of a comprehensive system of care that fully meets the needs of people across British Columbia.
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BCASW is a voluntary, not-for-profit membership association that supports and promotes the profession of social work and advocates for social justice. BCASW is one of the provincial/territorial social work associations in partnership with the Canadian Association of Social Workers (CASW). Through CASW we support the work of the International Federation of Social Workers. BCASW was incorporated in 1956 and has branches and members (including students) throughout BC.

BCASW acknowledges that our office is in the unceded territory of the Coast Salish Peoples, including the territories of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh Nations and that our members live and work in unceded territories across British Columbia. 
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