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Dear friends and colleagues,

I am very excited for being here with you, co-chairing this section on Harm Reduction. I do feel the responsibility for what we are doing, for what we could do, and for what we will effectively do, because our activities can produce a reduction in the spreading of HIV/AIDS and a general improvement of  living conditions among those who will be involved in our decisions, both directly and indirectly.     

I am fully aware of the fact that using drugs can be the consequence of a deep discomfort for someone. But using drugs produces even more discomfort in drug users, because of social exclusion, stigma and marginalization of drug users.  

Fear towards those who live “as different ones” is a common feeling among populations. In many Countries, Governments do not help citizens to overcome this fear. On the contrary, they actively contribute to isolate drug users, by criminalizing their behaviours.

Such an exclusion, together with the feeling of being alone, can drive drug users to behave in more and more dangerous ways, for their own and other else’s health. Moreover, the spreading of HIV/AIDS also depends on the lack of educational health programmes for IDUs. Preventive and educative messages have to be transmitted in the correct way, by the right persons. This is exactly what happens in the Harm Reduction. If we simplify its concept, in fact, harm reduction is the possibility to contact as many drug users as possible, in order to pass them educational messages and information in such a way that they can be easily understood.

We all know how important it is to reach all those IDUs who do not follow any therapeutic programme because, as Dr. Barra says, “if a drug addict who wants to give up has to be considered sick, whoever is still unwilling to give up, is twice a sick, and requires extra attention”.

We have to target those behaviours based on emotions, teaching drug addicts the most proper ways to act in their conditions, such as using only sterile syringes. In order for drug users to fully understand and accept HR, it is extremely important that educational messages on this issue are transmitted by peers, so to reach listeners as a horizontal communication and not as a top-bottom one.

Peers play a unique role, because they break drug users’ emotional isolation and, thanks to a “snow ball” effect, they manage to pass their messages also to those who would be impossible to get to in other ways. Actions such as syringe exchange go in the right direction, because they create the possibility to contact vulnerable persons, and because they bring back dignity to those persons who too often have been treated as being unsound of mind. These kinds of actions are extremely effective in contrasting the spreading of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. During his speech, Mrs. Dagmar Hedrich, from the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, who we have the pleasure and the honour to have among us, will bring us the light of science also on this issue.

We all are members of the vast RCRC Family, and Humanity is one of our Fundamental Principles, that means caring the most vulnerable ones and trying to improve their living conditions.

 We all know that the Federation Guidelines on Harm Reduction have recently been published, with the title “Spreading the Light of Science”. Let me quote some parts of Federation’s President Mr Suarez del Toro introduction: 

“Forcing people who use drugs further underground and into situations where transmission of HIV/AIDS is more likely, and denying them access to life-saving treatment and prevention services is creating a public health disaster. This happens even though the evidence from scientific and medical research on best practices and cost benefit analyses is overwhelmingly in favour of harm reduction programming. This includes needle exchange, drug substitution treatment and condom distribution as part of the response to HIV/AIDS.

The message is clear. It is time to be guided by the light of science, not by the darkness of ignorance and fear. If we are to put a stop to this trend, communities need to treat drug users in a more human way, respecting them as people with rights and needs. The Red Cross and Red Crescent is well place to advocate for the just treatment of drug-users and for harm reduction in general. Our respected name and emblem enable us to reach a wide audience the world over and our compassion and concern for human health and dignity have earned us the trust of the most marginalized groups.”

These Guidelines, that some of us are already using as a reference, positively insert Harm Reduction into the framework of the RCRC context. They consider epidemiological aspects, as well as intervention criteria and philosophy, and briefly describe the activities of some NSs that are already following HR principles. Other important documents from the Federation and the UN System are also taken into consideration and compared. 

The document explains how to plan new interventions, and which are the possible concrete solutions and actions to undertake.  It is also described how important could be the advocacy of NSs for the acceptance, introduction and maintenance of HR programmes.

If we really want to promote this kind of interventions, it is necessary that all of us, in this particular moment and place, do strengthen our efforts towards an opening and welcoming process in the direction of drug users, and among them, in the direction of the most vulnerable ones, those who use drugs by injection. First of all, the room for meeting and listening to drug users has to be created inside ourselves.

Only if we overcome our own prejudice, our diffidence, and our fear, we can accept the fact that our NS “gets its hands dirty” by assisting drug users, prostitutes, or stigmatized ones. We therefore have to overcome our fear that our NS, by acting in the field of HR, could be criticized by our other organizations, by our Governments, by the common people.

We do have these guidelines, they assist us and confirm us that our actions effectively fit into RCRC ideals. For these reasons, we do have to use them, and to circulate them as a part of our advocacy efforts. Other Guidelines, such as the 2004 WHO-UNAIDS-UNODC “HIV AIDS and IDU – Selected Tools”, can help us. Unfortunately, I have with me only one copy for your consultation, but one of its editors, Mrs. Monica Beg from UNODC, will be here on Monday as a lecturer.

Let me finish my intervention with a brief note on the launching of the Programme “To scale up HR activities in Eastern Europe”, a dream that came true after years and that we had put as an ERNA objective in its plan of action. 

In order to support this initiative, the Italian Red Cross has opened a budget line at the Federation, permitting, first of all, to host at Villa Maraini six workshops on Harm Reduction for RCRC delegates from Eastern Europe and Central Asia, and then to promote actions in the involved NSs
As you know, Villa Maraini, that is part of the Italian Red Cross, operates since 1976 in order to receive and assist drug users. It has further developed other activities related to harm reduction, wherever it is possible to get in contact with drug users not following therapeutic programmes: streets, jails, police stations. Villa Maraini teams are composed by doctors, psychologists, volunteers and social workers, former drug users who have attended therapeutic programmes and special training courses.

We had the first workshop on July, this year. Delegates from Ukrainian, Belarus, Lithuanian National Societies and from the Regional Delegation in Almaty had a full immersion training course at Villa Maraini. This first session has been organized in hurry, due to very strict timings and the fact that Lasha wanted to start immediately. I must say he was right, and that it was important to start immediately as it was like a pilot visit in which we have pointed out some critical points.
I was at the Federation Secretariat in Geneva, at the beginning of this month, in order to better organize next workshops and training sessions, according to Federation standards. Together with the Federation, we will soon organize a short training for trainers course, in order for Villa Maraini staff to be better prepared for the next workshop that will be held in November or December.

Thank you all for your attention and have good working sessions.
