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• Increase understanding of the impact of COVID-19 on people 
who use drugs

• Learn how to adapt local programs in light of COVID-19

• Identify available resources

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
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• Directs PHI’s efforts to advance and 
expand strategic relationships through 
development, innovative initiatives and 
partnerships

• Served as Director of Health and Human 
Services Department and Health Officer 
for City of Berkeley, medical director of 
La Clinica de la Raza, an Oakland-based 
Federally Qualified Health Center, and 
medical director of San Diego based 
Beach Area Community Clinic. 

• Elected President of American Public 
Health Association in 2009, and served 
as Chair of the Board of Latino Coalition 
for a Healthy California, President of 
California Public Health Association –
North, and founding chair of Center for 
Public Health Advocacy



SAVANNAH O’NEILL, MSW, CATC
CAPACITY BUILDING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
MANAGER, HARM REDUCTION COALITION
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• Oversees projects throughout 
California, supporting existing 
syringe exchange programs, 
buprenorphine access and the 
expansion of harm reduction 
services. 

• Experience in working at the 
intersections of harm reduction, 
mental health care and 
advocacy against incarceration 
for the past 12 years. 

• Certified as an Addictions 
Treatment Counselor and a 
State-Certified HIV test 
counselor



Harm Reduction & COVID-19:
How to adapt your community
strategies

Savannah O’Neill, MSW
Capacity Building and Community Mobilization Manager



Harm Reduction Coalition



HARM REDUCTION

• Incorporating a spectrum of strategies including safer techniques, 
managed use, and abstinence

• A framework for understanding structural inequalities (poverty, 
racism, homophobia, etc.)

• Meeting people “where they’re at”, but not leaving them there



PRINCIPLES OF HARM REDUCTION
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Harm Reduction Services
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Overdose Prevention in a time of COVID

● People are at increased risk of overdose death when they are alone 
- so messaging we use to keep people safe from overdose is 
counter to messaging of social distancing 

● Use universal precautions, especially regarding changing sources, 
testing for fentanyl, going slow

● In quarantine it’s important to stock up on substances and be 
prepared for possible w/d (alcohol, benzos, opioids) 

● Re-envision safety planning during physical distancing
○ If not physically together, try and utilize other tools if available

■ Calls/ Facetime
■ Hotlines  

● Never use Alone (800) 484-3731
● Mutual Aid networks

● Distribute and use breathing masks and face shields if possible
● Wash your hands after interaction, if intervening in an overdose



https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-

19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-

harm-reduction-programs/

https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-harm-reduction-programs/
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https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-

19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-

harm-reduction-programs/

https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-harm-reduction-programs/


Methadone 
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● https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/otp-guidance-20200316.pdf

https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/otp-guidance-20200316.pdf

https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/otp-guidance-20200316.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/otp-guidance-20200316.pdf


● Prioritize Staff and Program 
Participant Safety

● Take Stock of your Essential 
Services

● Review/Create a 
Communication Plan

● Plan for Employee Absences
● Offer Extra Supplies
● Pre-package supplies for 

participants 
● Keep Calm and Don’t Panic

COVID-19 & 
Harm Reduction 
Programs



https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-

19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-

harm-reduction-programs/

https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-harm-reduction-programs/
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https://harmreduction.org/miscellaneous/covid-19-guidance-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-harm-reduction-programs/


Policy Changes Under COVID-10

● The DEA has changed their guidance regarding buprenorphine 
○ Telemedicine is permitted for initial visits as well as regular visits for 

controlled substances including buprenorphine and other opioids  
○ Can be done via Facetime, Skype, or any other video method. They are 

waiving HIPAA enforcement. 

● SAMSHA has issued guidelines relaxing regulations on OTP’s allowing 
blanket requests to provide 14 or 28 day takehomes of methadone

● Counties in California (and likely other places) have relaxed 1:1 syringe 
service distribution policies to decrease frequency participants need to 
attend 

● Medi-cal reimbursement for telehealth behavioral health services



Harm Reduction Coalitions COVID-19 Response

https://harmreduction.org/blog/covid-19-resources-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-people-vulnerable-to-structural-violence/

https://harmreduction.org/blog/covid-19-resources-for-people-who-use-drugs-and-people-vulnerable-to-structural-violence/


QUESTIONS?

Send us Resources for a COVID SSP support 
Document!!

COVID19@

HARMREDUCTION.ORG



UPCOMING 
WEBINAR
ADAPTING YOUR COALITION IN THE 
ERA OF COVID-19:                       
CHANGE MANAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES
Thursday, May 7, 10:30 AM – 11:30 am PST)


