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Executive Summary
The intersec t ion of drug polic ies 
and colonial  v iolence direc ted 
towards Indigenous peoples 
ex tends throughout t ime and space, 
impac t ing both past ,  present ,  and 
future generat ions of those who use 
unregulated substances.  In resis tance 
to these reali t ies ,  F irs t  Nations,  Inuit , 
and Metis communit ies continue 
to (re)center their  dis t inc t cultural 
wisdoms and prac t ices towards 
uniquely Indigenous and decolonial 
harm reduc t ion approaches – 
ef fec t ively,  transforming mainstream 
harm reduc t ion tools as guided by 
cultural ly speci f ic  ways of being, 
knowing, and doing – which of fers 
a cr i t ical  l i fel ine for those accessing 
ser v ices. 

Drug checking as a harm reduc t ion 
s trategy has not yet been widely 
explored through these lenses. 
This paper presents a s tar t ing/
foundational point in which to 
discuss decolonial ,  Indigenous,  and 
cultural ly centered conceptualizat ions 
of drug checking, and an of fer ing to 
Indigenous Nations,  communit ies , 
and/or organizat ions considering the possibi l i t ies and challenges associated with 
implementing drug checking within their  own dis t inc t contex ts ,  should they be 
desired and applicable. 

Amidst the ongoing overdose cr isis which dispropor t ionately impac ts Indigenous 
Peoples and communit ies ,  drug checking, which uses a var iet y of technologies 
and methods within a harm reduc t ion contex t ,  is  becoming increasingly valued for 
prov iding ser v ice users with the knowledges needed to make informed decisions 
around unregulated substances.  Though drug checking of fers a potential  benef i t 
for decreasing the harms associated with the unregulated drug supply,  how and 
why i t  is  used within our Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions mat ters great ly. 
Drug checking has a his tor y rooted within colonial  and Eurocentr ic ideologies 
and interests ,  which can cause fur ther harm to Indigenous peoples i f  prac t iced 
without acknowledging these real i t ies.  Yet ,  drug checking can potential ly be (re)
conceptualized in ways which al ign with Indigenous cultural ,  ancestral ,  and communal 
knowledge systems and worldv iews for wellness,  healing,  and (re)connec t ion. A s 
an Indigenous harm reduc t ion ser v ice prov ider and academic,  I  have explored the 
possibi l i t ies and challenges of drug checking within Indigenous contex ts by ut i l iz ing 
the teachings embedded within a nêhiyaw grounded, wîhkask wa  (sweetgrass) 

Plant medicines,  including sweetgrass 
braids(wîhkaskwa) ,  sage(paskwâwîhkwaskwa) ,  and 
cedar.
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methodological  framework ,  in combination with concepts of exis t ing Indigenous 
harm reduc t ion l i terature,  to narrate my own witnessed, experiential ,  and embodied 
autoethnographic ref lec t ions while working within an urban based drug checking pi lot 
projec t (Substance Drug Checking). 

Fol lowing a presentat ion of the pr imar y themes located within Indigenous harm 
reduc t ion l i terature,  this paper connec ts each of the (w)holis t ic  processes that go 
into gathering and braiding wîhkask wa  with drug checking to (re)conceptualize i t  as a 
possible Indigenous focused harm reduc t ion method. Each sec t ion includes:

1) Preparation in how we as ser v ice prov iders and communit y members can (w)
holis t ical ly prepare ourselves and each other to engage in drug checking. This means 
engaging in personal and relat ional  ref lec t ion,  cr i t ical  and decolonial  ref lexiv i t y,  (w)
hol is t ic  wel lness and healing,  and  curat ing the environments drug checking seeks to 
occur in; 

2) Protocols ,  which connec ts to the ethical  ways we can prac t ice drug checking 
fol lowing the local  contex ts we deliver ser v ices in.  This means fos tering genuine 
relat ionships and meaningful  consent ,  recognizing local ized and cul tural ly  speci f ic 
prac t ices ,  and honouring data sovereignt y and protec t ion  of  knowledge; 

3) Gathering,  which guides us to consider what drug checking methods to use 
in the unique contex ts and environments we are in,  and the ways in which we 
gather knowledge surrounding drug checking. This means working to tai lor and (re)
conceptualize drug checking methods and consider the spir i t s  embedded within drug 
checking  technologies and processes; 

4) Braiding ,  which asks us to ref lec t on how we make meaning of the knowledges 
uncovered through drug checking, and of the knowledges encoded within the 
substance i tsel f.  This means center ing Indigenous methodologies within meaning 
making and recognizing di f ferent forms of knowledge within drug checking; and 

5) Giving Back ,  which requires that drug checking give back to indiv iduals and 
communit ies throughout al l  levels .  This involves prov iding access to cul ture,  Elders , 
land,  and l i fegiv ing resources ,  bridging capaci t y and sharing knowledge  within 
communit y,  creat ing cultural ly safe and relevant educat ional  materials ,  commit t ing 
to fur ther knowledge i l luminat ion/research  on connec t ing culture with harm reduc t ion 
and drug checking, and ac t ing on sys tems level  transformation  for an emancipated and 
anti - colonial  future. 

Through making these connec t ions,  a v ision towards a possible decolonized and 
Indigenous centered ser v ice model for drug checking is  contemplated. Possible 
pr inciples to guide prac t ices and programs include: 

1) Drug checking should be healing – i t  must heal  al l  those involved, both ser v ice 
users and providers,  through ac t ions l ike cr i t ical  sel f  ref lec t ion,  reconnec t ion to our 
selves and to each other,  and decolonizat ion of the harms brought on by colonial 
v iolence.  It  must also suppor t us in looking af ter ourselves and must val idate our 
experiences and wisdoms on how to be well  and l ive a good l i fe; 
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2) Drug checking should ref lect and honour the natural laws, teachings, and 
protocols of the lands in which it  occurs upon  -  i t  is  v i tal  to recognize that the 
wisdom i l luminated through drug checking belongs to the lands and peoples involved; 

3) Drug checking should be practiced in ways which recognize the ceremonial 
and spiritual nature of this work  –  we must recognize the spir i t  and wisdom 
embedded within ever y thing we do, including the knowledge within those who use 
substances,  the technologies we use to do drug checking, and within the substances 
themselves; 

4) Drug checking should be a relational,  respectful,  and reciprocal process - 
recognizing that ever y thing is  interrelated and interdependent ,  and that we are al l 
relat ionally accountable to each other and the cosmos around us;  and

 5)  Drug checking should center strength, resilience, and decolonization  -  drug 
checking can help suppor t and honour our unique resi l ience and resis tance prac t ices 
against colonial  v iolence and the war on drugs,  and i f  done in a way that infuses our 
dis t inc t cultural  teachings,  then we are ac t ively working towards a decolonial  future.

An FTIR alongside a smudging bowl.



V is ioning Towards a Decolonized, Indigenous- Centered Ser v ice Model for Drug Check ing 8

1. Introduction
The intersec t ion of drug polic ies 
and colonial  v iolence direc ted 
towards Indigenous Peoples ex tends 
throughout t ime and space,  impac t ing 
both past ,  present ,  and future 
generat ions of those who use i l l ic i t 
substances.  In resis tance to these 
reali t ies ,  mainstream harm reduc t ion 
approaches and prac t ices have been 
(re)envisioned through decolonial  and 
Indigenous centered harm reduc t ion 
lenses as developed by many F irs t 
Nation, Inuit ,  and Metis organizat ions 
and communit ies ,  examples of 
which can be seen throughout 
exis t ing l i terature on decolonial  and 
Indigenous harm reduc t ion. However, 
as an ev idence-based harm reduc t ion 
s trategy,  drug checking has not yet 
been widely explored through these 
lenses.  Essential ly,  ideologies,  considerat ions,  and experiences in apply ing cultural ly 
speci f ic  wisdoms and worldv iews to drug checking processes and prac t ices have not 
speci f ical ly been conceptualized or imagined. 

Within harm reduc t ion contex ts ,  drug checking is  becoming increasingly valued for 
prov iding people with the knowledges needed to make informed decisions around the 
use of unregulated substances (Davis ,  et  al . ,  2022; Gozdzialsk i ,  et  al . ,  2023; Wallace, 
et  al . ,  2022).  Of ten associated with nightclub and fest ival  set t ings,  drug checking 
began as a grassroots movement grounded in respec t for people who use drugs 
and for the knowledges they hold through their  l ived experiences.  Using a var iet y 
of di f ferent approaches and technologies,  including test s tr ips and spec trometers, 
drug checking al lows indiv iduals to identi f y the contents of the substances they use, 
receive information on both regulated and unregulated drugs,  and access fur ther 
suppor t from harm reduc t ion workers.  Because of these benef i ts ,  drug checking has 
been used as a possible response to the unregulated overdose cr isis that persis ts 
within communit ies.  Though this tool  is  a complementar y benef i t  to other harm 
reduc t ion approaches,  such as super v ised consumption si tes and needle exchanges, 
a discussion is  needed on i ts potential  al ignment alongside Indigenous wellness 
methods,  contex ts ,  and knowledge systems. 

A s a nêhiyaw (Plains Cree) harm reduc t ion ser v ice prov ider and academic working 
within an urban based drug checking pi lot projec t ,  I  have seen, fel t ,  and experienced 
both tensions and successes while prac t ic ing and considering drug checking alongside 
Indigenous communit ies and worldv iews. Through connec t ing a personal and nêhiyaw 
grounded, wî hkask wa (sweetgrass)  methodological  framework to drug checking 
processes,  I  draw upon exis t ing concepts within decolonial  and Indigenous harm 
reduc t ion l i terature,  combined with my own witnessed, experiential ,  and embodied 
ref lec t ions as an Indigenous ser v ice prov ider,  to conceptualize the challenges and 

 A port ion of  the art  piece put together by a 
community member and Substance drug checking staff 
at  the Truth and Reconci l iat ion Day drop-in art  event.
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possibi l i t ies of drug checking within Indigenous contex ts.  Making v isible these 
knowledges through the narrat ive s t y le of autoethnography, this paper ult imately 
of fers possible v isions towards a decolonial  and Indigenous centered drug checking 
ser v ice model. 

Speci f ical ly,  i t  is  my hope to prov ide a foundation for implementing decolonial  and 
Indigenous approaches to drug checking, explore the ways in which Indigenous harm 
reduc t ion pr inciples and prac t ices could al ign with drug checking within cultural ly 
dis t inc t urban and rural  communit ies ,  and uncover pathways to which Indigenous 
Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions could journey towards drug checking as a 
harm reduc t ion prac t ice i f  they so wish.  Ult imately,  the goal of this work is  also to 
cr i t ical ly evaluate how drug checking can be more than test ing and repor t ing on i l l ic i t 
substances and move towards (w)holis t ic  wellness for al l  those involved throughout 
i ts processes. 

Unquest ionably,  this research is  both t imely and relevant because of the 
dispropor t ionate rate at which Indigenous Peoples experience substance use-related 
harms, including marginalizat ion,  incarcerat ion, overdose,  death,  and beyond. 
Harms s temming from the ongoing, harmful legacies of colonial ism, including the 
continued drug war and unpredic table i l l ic i t  drug toxici t y,  have greatly impac ted 
Indigenous Peoples and communit ies (F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y,  2017).  A l though 
s tudies conceptualizing decolonial  and Indigenous centered harm reduc t ion have 
of ten involved combining the foundational tenets and prac t ices of mainstream harm 
reduc t ion with (w)holis t ic ,  cultural ,  and tradit ional  knowledges and values,  al l  of 
which is  v i tal  for healing and wellness,  this has yet to be explored in the contex t 
of drug checking, as available drug checking research to - date has not ut i l ized 
Indigenous methodologies and worldv iews. 

A s this paper ut i l izes a (w)holis t ic  and cultural ly grounded research methodological 
framework through an autoethnographic and circular writ ing s t y le,  i t s  uniqueness 
may be helpful  for Indigenous Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions considering 
the benef i ts and barr iers associated with drug checking as a harm reduc t ion 
prac t ice.  Fundamentally,  Indigenous research methodologies are as much about (re)
af f irming and resurging tradit ional  prac t ices and knowledge systems as they are 
about resis t ing against dominant colonial  approaches of knowledge i l lumination, 
par t icular ly within spaces where they have been denied or dis tor ted (Absolon, 2011; 
Brown & Strega, 2005).  Therefore,  this paper not only highlights the experiences and 
conceptualizat ions of drug checking from a personal nêhiyaw lens,  but i t  also ser ves 
as a potential  pathway for future research and prac t ice that seeks to al ign drug 
checking with Indigenous wisdoms and values,  and is ult imately an of fer ing to al l 
those who may desire i t . 

2. Cultural and Relational Protocol
Across our terr i tor ies and Nations,  i t  is  cultural  protocol  to be transparent about who 
we are,  where we come from, and what br ings us to the work we do, as this al lows 
others to see where our knowledges are rooted from, and who we are ult imately 
accountable to.  Impor tantly,  as researchers,  we cannot separate ourselves from the 
work we do, nor should our writ ing be separated from ourselves;  fundamentally,  we 
must conf idently locate ourselves within the relat ional  contex ts we exis t  within and 
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alongside ( Wilson, 2008).  A s a witness, 
knowledge gatherer,  and ref lec tor, 
si tuat ing myself  within this writ ing is 
necessar y to hold myself  accountable to the 
relat ions and spir i ts of those who I  have 
walked alongside throughout this journey. 
Fur ther,  meaningfully locat ing myself 
within this work i l luminates a cr i t ical 
prac t ice that ac ts as an example for others 
seeking to do decolonial - rooted research; 
essential ly,  we cannot separate ourselves 
from the discipl ines,  spaces,  and posit ions 
that we inhabit . 

The worldv iew and approach I  have taken 
within this work and writ ing s tem from 
the inhabitat ion of my own intersec t ional 
identi t ies as a cisgender,  chronical ly i l l /
disabled, and universi t y educated nêhiyaw 
and Ukrainian isk wew (woman).  I  also 
hold Ir ish and German ancestr y,  though 
I  have ex tremely l imited knowledge of 
these his tor ies,  and grew up spli t  bet ween 
nêhiyaw and Ukrainian households.  I  am 
a band member of the Ermineskin Cree 
Nation in Mask wacis ,  A lber ta (formally 
known as Hobbema),  located within Treat y 
6 Terr i tor y.  This area is  tradit ionally known 
to our peoples as Mask wacheesihk ,  which 
means the Bear Hil ls .  Though not currently 
residing on these homelands,  I  hold 
immense pr iv i lege as a longtime v isi tor 
upon lək̓ ʷəŋən and SENĆOŦEN ( W̱SÁNEĆ) 
speaking peoples ’  unceded and ancestral 
terr i tor ies,  now presently known colonial ly 
as “ V ic tor ia,  BC”.  Speci f ical ly,  lək̓ ʷəŋən lands encompass the Songhees and Xwsepsum 
(Esquimalt)  Nations,  while the W̱SÁNEĆ Peoples include the W̱ JOȽEȽP ( Tsar t l ip) , 
WSIḴEM ( Tseycum),  SȾÁUT W ( Tsawout) ,  BOḰEĆEN (Pauquachin) ,  and MÁLE XEȽ (Malahat 
Nations) .  These terr i tor ies also include the urban Indigenous communit ies within 
which much of my work has involved. I  remain profoundly grateful  to the many 
communit ies ,  indiv iduals ,  animal beings,  and spir i ts of these lands who have al lowed 
me to s tudy,  work ,  and l ive alongside them since 2005, and I  humbly raise my hands 
to the Knowledge Holders,  Helpers,  and Healers who have taught me to walk in a good 
way. 

My own experiences with substance use,  harm reduc t ion, and healing trauma 
through culture have ult imately inf luenced my involvement within this area of work 
and s tudy.  L ike most Indigenous Peoples,  there has been a mult igenerat ional  l ine of 
dispossession and v iolence inf l ic ted by the colonial  s tate of “Canada” on my family 
and communit y.  I  am the daughter of a Six t ies Scoop sur v ivor,  and the granddaughter 
and great- granddaughter of Residential  School sur v ivors.  A s an ac t of honour and 

An art  piece col lect ively made by a community 
member and Substance staff  at  a drop-in art 
event for Truth and Reconci l iat ion Day,  as 
shown in the Substance storefront window. 
The authors (Sarah Litt lechi ld ’s )  great-
grandparents,  grandmother,  and great-uncles 
are honored in the upper left  corner of  the 
piece.
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resis tance,  I  also feel  s trongly compelled to name nôhkom’s (my grandmother ’s) 
brothers,  A l fred and Louis L i t t lechild,  who both died of ‘unknown’ causes while 
at tending the Ermineskin Indian Residential  School – their  bodies also remain 
unknown, though their  spir i ts walk with their  ancestors and with us.  Some colonial ly 
rooted ideologies and assaults ,  par t icular ly gender-based v iolence,  have also af fec ted 
the Ukrainian side of my family.  However,  i t  is  impor tant to s tate that none of this 
absolves me of the many pr iv i leges I  hold,  including my access to higher education 
and the signif icant recognit ion that I  do not presently experience the harms 
associated with i l l ic i t  substances. 

I  asser t these his tor ies to i l lustrate a foundation for which I  now currently s tand 
upon. L ike al l  of  us,  our l ived experiences are inf luenced by our intergenerat ional 
real i t ies ,  and I  recognize that mine set some of the s tage for a somewhat disjointed 
grow th environment and instances of chi ldhood adversit y.  My ear ly-mid teenage 
years were spent largely s treet- embedded while using a var iet y of i l l ic i t  drugs and 
alcohol.  Throughout this t ime, I  exis ted within a communit y of others who shared 
similar at t i tudes and beliefs ,  and there was a deep connec t ion not only to each other 
but also to the urban landscape of which we were al l  a par t .  Though there were 
harms experienced during these t imes,  in ref lec t ion,  I  real ize now that drug and 
alcohol use was also a form of harm reduc t ion in and of i t sel f,  used to protec t and 
nur ture ourselves from unmanageable feel ings and oppressive environments.  We al l 
had our own ‘harm reducing ’  exper t ise,  and we of ten needed help from each other. 
In this way,  i t  was our diverse knowledges,  resi l iencies,  and connec t ions with one 
another which helped to nav igate this landscape as safely as possible,  despite the 
s t igmatizing and inac t ive responses from all  ends of societ y.  Nonetheless,  many of my 
fr iends did not physical ly sur v ive the (continued) prohibit ion- era war on i l l ic i t  drugs, 
and constantly losing those I  loved par t ly inf luenced my decision to pursue post-
secondar y education at age 23.  This was the beginning of my own healing journey,  in 
which personal ref lec t ion and (re)connec t ion to family,  culture,  and ceremony have 
been central .  

My work as a social  work ser v ice prov ider within frontl ine prac t ice,  projec t 
coordinat ion, and academia has also deeply inf luenced the core values,  bel iefs ,  and 
ethical  approaches I  use throughout al l  that I  do.  I  have been interested in how 
diverse Indigenous l i feways could be used to mit igate the indiv idual and collec t ive 
harms associated with i l l ic i t  substance use for several  years and have been pr iv i leged 
to walk alongside Indigenous peoples experiencing chronic houselessness and 
substance use-related issues throughout my work .  There is  incredible work happening 
across these lands centered on (w)holis t ic  healing and decolonial  love.  However, 
within these environments,  we have al l  continued to experience the loss of those we 
care for in their  journeys onto the spir i t  world due to drug poisonings and colonial 
v iolence.  This seemingly never- ending c ycle of gr ief  and loss is  a spir i tual  wounding 
for our entire communit y,  which is  exacerbated by the fac t that we are unable to ful ly 
gr ieve for one person before we are forced to gr ieve for another.  The true grav it y of 
these losses hit  me the most in 2019, when I  experienced responding to an overdose 
which was an indiv idual who had been deceased for over t wo days.  Ult imately,  these 
continuous and traumatic deaths are preventable;  as we reanimate and resurge our 
cultural  knowledges to transform oppressive polic ies and prac t ices,  we do so in ways 
which honour the spir i ts of al l  those we have lost .  There is  much healing,  reclaiming, 
rev ital iz ing,  and resis tance work s t i l l  to be done.
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Over the past years,  I  have been working with the Substance Drug Checking Projec t 
(ht tps: //substance.uv ic .ca) ,  a Universi t y of V ic tor ia ini t iat ive that prov ides drug 
checking as a public health ser v ice while pursuing research and innovations in both 
technologies as well  as ser v ice models.  Throughout this t ime, i t  has been par t of my 
role to explore and consider drug checking through an Indigenous lens,  al l  of  which 
has been a continuous process,  including: learning for the f irs t  t ime about the values, 
objec t ives,  benef i ts ,  and l imitat ions of drug checking; engaging in training using drug 
checking technologies;  par t ic ipat ing in direc t drug checking ser v ices;  connec t ing 
with Indigenous harm reduc t ion ser v ice prov iders,  organizat ions,  and inst i tut ions; 
and planning, coordinat ing, and deliver ing drug checking outreach events with and 
alongside the urban Indigenous communit y.  A s a ser v ice prov ider with professional 
and academic experience in decolonial  and cultural ly centered harm reduc t ion, yet 
no prev ious experience with drug checking, the entiret y of this work has involved 
intr icately learning about the unique barr iers ,  successes,  and possibi l i t ies of drug 
checking as a harm reduc t ion tool .  Undoubtedly,  this ac t of transparenc y and locat ing 
myself  within this work not only recognizes relat ional  accountabil i t y,  but also ser ves 
as an ac t of resis tance against the colonial ly rooted academic worlds in which this 
work is  embedded.

This resis tance is  also why I  chose to write in a (w)holis t ic ,  c ircular,  and narrat ive 
autoethnographic s t y le through the lens of my own cultural  and l ived knowledges. 
Ut i l iz ing these methodologies,  I  posit ion myself  as both a knower and a learner,  which 
honours my own voice and ancestral  wisdom as credible within this work ,  but which 
also ful ly recognizes the dis t inc t ly evolv ing nature of my experiences.  Cer tainly, 
I  bel ieve this is  who we al l  are – each of us inhabit  mult iple locat ions within the 
cosmos, and the worldv iews we hold and the ac t ions we apply to our l i fe and work is 
int imately t ied to al l  we are in relat ion with.  Apply ing a sweetgrass framework to how 
I  considered, fel t ,  and experienced drug checking s tems direc t ly from my ancestral 
and l ived knowledge as a nêhiyaw isk wew, and the autoethnographic nature of this 
research al lows me to push back against the dominant narrat ives of the ‘ r igor ’  and 
‘objec t ive ’  requirements of academia (Bishop, 2021; Mclvor,  2010).  Though there 
are mult iple ways these research approaches divest from a colonial  worldv iew of 
academic s tudy,  one signif icant form of resis tance is  through the blend of f irs t , 
second, and third person writ ing throughout this paper.  This is  meant not only to 
elucidate my considerat ions in a way which feels natural  to me, but which also br ings 
you, the readers,  along with me in this journey.  Though this is  an inquir y into the sel f, 
there is  no dis t inc t ion bet ween us,  as we are ult imately learning about the barr iers 
and possibi l i t ies of drug checking together – myself  as I  write this ,  and yourself 
as i t  is  read. A s I  have outl ined my posit ionali t y,  experiences,  and reasonings,  i t  is 
impor tant that I  approach what is  writ ten within this paper with a deep and humble 
acknowledgement of the challenging nature of these topics.  L ike harm reduc t ion and 
substance use overall ,  drug checking may be a contentious idea when considering 
i ts benef i ts within our Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions.  I  recognize the 
harms and immense gr ief  that i l l ic i t  substance use has caused within our famil ies 
and communit ies ,  and I  understand any hesitanc y to accepting drug checking as a 
harm reduc t ion tool .  However,  i t  is  because of these hur ts that I  engage in this work , 
as I  have seen and felt  f irs thand the ways in which our wounds can be transformed 
into healing through the ent winement of culture and harm reduc t ion. Throughout 
my career,  I  have been grateful  to be a par t of Indigenous,  cultural ly centred harm 
reduc t ion init iat ives,  and have learned deeply from the Elders,  Knowledge Keepers, 
and communit y members who use unregulated substances on what they know they 

https://substance.uvic.ca


1 3V is ioning Towards a Decolonized, Indigenous- Centered Ser v ice Model for Drug Check ing

need to be well  and l ive a good l i fe;  to see the look on a person ’s face when they 
get to si t  with an Elder,  l is ten to the drum beat of a Knowledge Keeper,  or enter 
into sacred spaces for ceremony is an incredibly nur tur ing experience for ever yone 
involved – thereby creat ing a posit ive r ipple ef fec t within our entire cosmos. Through 
these ac t ions,  we can see the profound ways that our cultural  knowledges and 
prac t ices have always been used to reduce the harms within our l ives,  and which 
our relat ives who need i t  most deser ve access to.  In the end, i t  is  my hope for this 
writ ing that those reading wil l  open their  hear ts – as I  open my hear t to you through 
i ts words – and wil l  take these considerat ions as an of fer ing of love,  care,  and 
compassion for our selves,  each other,  and the worlds in which we al l  belong. We are 
al l  connec ted.

3. Standing on the Shoulders of Others: 
Decolonial and Indigenous Harm Reduction

a. Preface to the Literature
A s an Indigenous ser v ice prov ider and academic,  I  recognize that I  s tand upon the 
knowledges of al l  those who have come before me. Decolonial  and Indigenous harm 
reduc t ion theories,  concepts,  and prac t ices have slowly increased within the collec t ive 
consciousness over recent years,  with many Indigenous Nations,  communit ies ,  and 
organizat ions working to develop cultural ly speci f ic  projec ts and frameworks.  Indeed, 
much of my professional work pr ior to drug checking has revolved around v isioning 
for and prac t ic ing cultural ly based harm reduc t ion approaches – which have always 
been embedded within the s tor ies,  perceptions,  and knowledge systems of our 
communit ies.  Yet ,  speci f ic  l i terature on Indigenous approaches to drug checking does 
not yet exis t .  To rec t i f y this by ref lec t ing on my own prac t ice experiences within drug 
checking and conceptualizing i t  as a potential ly benef icial  harm reduc t ion method 
within Indigenous contex ts ,  i t  was f irs t  necessar y to look at the work of others as 
outl ined through exis t ing l i terature on decolonial  and Indigenous harm reduc t ion, as 
i t  prov ides a foundation on which to s tand upon. 

A s I  consider relat ional  accountabil i t y to be an impor tant value within harm 
reduc t ion and drug checking speci f ical ly,  highlighting the themes i l lustrated across 
these works helps to contex tualize the considerat ions I  show within the wîhkask wa 
f ramework I  use to discuss my journey in this projec t ;  as Wilson (2008) explains, 
ever y thing is  seen within the contex t of i t s  relat ionships.  The work I  write about in 
this paper is  essential ly a thread in a tapestr y,  as is  al l  other l i terature on Indigenous 
harm reduc t ion; together,  these threads are interconnec ted and form a larger whole. 
Crucial ly,  we also cannot explain where we hope to go without knowing where we 
have been and where we are currently at .  Standing on the shoulders of others and 
making v isible the foundations already conceptualized have ult imately al lowed me 
to bet ter consider the possible applicabil i t y of Indigenous harm reduc t ion pr inciples 
to the processes and prac t ices of drug checking. Therefore,  in the fol lowing sec t ion, 
I  discuss f irs t  the background need for Indigenous harm reduc t ion, fol lowed by 
the core themes outl ined in the l i terature:  the colonial  conceptions and his tor ical 
contex t of substance use;  tradit ional  and cultural ly speci f ic  substance uses and 
harm reduc t ion ser v ices;  (w)holis t ic  healing through Indigenous worldv iews, and 
s truc tural  and systemic change. Last ly,  the sec t ion ends with concluding thoughts 
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on ways to v ision for the future with decolonial ,  Indigenous centered harm reduc t ion 
approaches. 

b. Background: Identifying the Need
It  is  well  recognized within our communit ies that the harms experienced from 
substance use are a by-produc t of the complex traumas created by a continued 
legac y of colonial ism (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion 
on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Lev ine,  Medley,  & Nor ton, 2021).  Since 2016, there 
has been an unparalleled increase in the harms associated with i l l ic i t  drug toxici t y 
in Br i t ish Columbia,  including marginalizat ion,  overdose,  and death,  which has 
dispropor t ionately af fec ted Indigenous Peoples and communit ies as a direc t result  of 
ongoing colonial  v iolence on al l  levels (Lev ine et al . ,  2021).  To mit igate these harms 
associated with the toxic drug supply,  harm reduc t ion has s teadily increased as an 
ideology and prac t ice,  rooted within pr inciples such as respec t for human dignit y and 
choice,  and has resulted in a range of public health approaches including needle -
exchanges,  managed alcohol and opioid subst i tut ion programs, safer consumption 
si tes,  safer sex supplies and education, and s treet outreach (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS 
Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019).  Enabling rural  and 
urban communit ies to be able to use drug checking instruments and technologies has 
also emerged as a promising inter vention to reduce the harms of unregulated drug 
supplies ( Teal ,  et  al . ,  2024).  Though these approaches are designed to minimize the 
harms associated with using unregulated substances,  mainstream harm reduc t ion 
tends to focus on indiv idualizing substance use without interrogating and addressing 
systemic and s truc tural  issues (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y 
Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019). 

Though harm reduc t ion ser v ices are successful  in responding to many of the 
immediate needs of ser v ice users and sav ing l ives,  for Indigenous Peoples, 
mainstream public health approaches continue to be dr iven, inst igated, and delivered 
through a Eurocentr ic and of ten biomedical  – or biopsychosocial  at  best – framework , 
emphasizing “disordered ” indiv idualizat ion and marginalizing (w)holis t ic  Indigenous 
ways of being, knowing, and doing (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness,  2018; 
Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development , 
2019; Goodman et al . ,  2017; Lavalley et al . ,  2020; Marshall ,  2015).  In resis tance to 
these dominant concepts of harm reduc t ion, and with the love and compassion of our 
communit y members centered, Indigenous harm reduc t ion frameworks have been 
developed by Indigenous communit ies ,  organizat ions,  government ,  and health bodies 
in ways that reconcile and infuse cultural  knowledges with that of contemporar y harm 
reduc t ion init iat ives. 

Unquest ionably,  colonial  drug prohibit ionis t  polic y,  the abst inence-based inf luence 
of the church, and dominant my ths surrounding substance use have not only al ienated 
many Indigenous Peoples who use substances but have also dis tor ted our sense of 
selves and our ancestral  wisdoms (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y 
Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Dell  et  al . ,  2010; Lev ine et al . ,  2021). 
Speci f ical ly,  there is  of ten a deeply held belief  within many Indigenous communit ies 
that abst inence is  the only way to heal ,  and that harm reduc t ion is  inherently 
incompatible with Indigenous tradit ions and worldv iews (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS 
Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Dell  et  al . ,  2010; 
F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y,  2023).  However,  the use of “substances” natural  to the 
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environment may ver y well  have been within many of our Indigenous communit ies 
since t ime immemorial ,  though used within di f ferent contex ts and forms (Daniels ,  et 
al . ,  2021; F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y,  2017).  Fur ther,  Indigenous Peoples have been 
reducing the harms of colonial ism since contac t ,  and harm reduc t ion prac t ices,  and 
substance use i tsel f,  can also be conceptualized in this way (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS 
Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; F irs t  Nations Health 
Authorit y,  2023; Native Youth Sexual Health Net work ,  2016). 

For Indigenous Peoples,  decolonial  and cultural ly centered harm reduc t ion are 
ac ts of resis tance and resi l ience against the harms brought upon us throughout the 
colonial  projec t ;  therefore,  the dis t inc t cultural ,  l i ved, and ancestral  knowledges held 
within Indigenous communit ies is  fundamental  for reclaiming the narrat ives of our 
real i t ies.  Impor tantly,  (re)connec t ing with prac t ices that regenerate our tradit ional 
and cultural ly speci f ic  knowledge in contemporar y ways can create indiv idual and 
collec t ive transformation. A s exis t ing l i terature on Indigenous harm reduc t ion 
most commonly i l lustrates,  pr inciples and prac t ices must be s teeped in tradit ional 
wisdom, resis tance,  and resi l ience,  combined with the best par ts of mainstream harm 
reduc t ion, to be truly useful  and healing for those who need i t  most . 

c. Colonial Conceptions and Historical Context 
Harmful colonial is t  ideals ,  interests ,  and biases have both his tor ical ly and 
contemporari ly embedded themselves within the dominant laws,  polic ies ,  and 
prac t ices of societ y.  Fundamentally,  substance use discourse and Canadian drug 
polic ies ,  l ike the Controlled Drugs and Substances Ac t ,  as well  as mainstream harm 
reduc t ion mit igat ion approaches,  are ult imately rooted within ongoing Eurocentr ic , 
white supremacis t ,  neoliberal ,  and rel igiously moralis t ic  bel iefs (Canadian Drug Polic y 
Coali t ion,  2021). 

Drug polic ies have speci f ical ly targeted racial ized groups since the colonial  s tate ’s 
inception, including Indigenous Peoples.  Beginning with the 1869 Ac t for the Gradual 
Enfranchisement of Indians,  which made i t  i l legal  to sel l  intoxicat ing substances to 
Indigenous Peoples,  namely alcohol,  colonial  polic y was founded on the prevail ing 
and erroneous belief  that Indigenous Peoples have a predilec t ion towards addic t ion 
(Marshall ,  2015).  To this day,  the s tereot ypical  my th of the “drunken Indian” remains 
within the master narrat ives of dominant societ y (Episkenew, 2009).  This polic y 
was fur ther enshrined within the 1876 Indian Ac t ,  which sol idi f ied prac t ices of 
cr iminalizat ion and notions of shame surrounding substance use,  dr iv ing Indigenous 
Peoples to consume more toxic forms of alcohol in the shadows (Marshall ,  2015). 
Eventually tobacco, a sacred plant largely used in t imes of ceremonial ,  decision 
making, and ever yday l i fe for mil lennia,  became regulated and controlled by the 
colonial  government (Coll ishaw, 2009).  Regarding opiate use,  the Opium Ac t came into 
ef fec t in 1908, which was predominately created to cr iminalize and control  people 
of A sian descent ;  though the Ac t ult imately applied to al l  Canadians,  i t  implemented 
harsher punishments for racial ized communit ies ,  including Indigenous Peoples 
(Canadian Drug Polic y Coali t ion,  2021). 

Elements of ‘cr iminali t y ’  within these polic ies cannot be understated, as over-
polic ing and sur veil lance has continued to be a prac t ice of the Canadian nat ion s tate 
since contac t as imperial is ts seek to control  Indigenous lands and ‘resources.’  A s 
with his tor ical  polic ies ,  today ’s drug approaches continue to be dr iven by the same 
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imperial is t  ideals centered around poli t ical  power,  const i tut ional  legit imac y,  and 
neoliberal  values of indiv idualism ( Jackson, 2007).  Ult imately,  these ideologies in turn 
determine how funding gets used for v i tal  programs, and inf luence the hear ts ,  minds, 
and spir i ts of ser v ice users,  prov iders,  and communit y.

The his tor y of colonial  terror ism surrounding substance use and drug polic y, 
including the abst inence- centered, morally based “ war on drugs” approach, has 
continued to cr iminalize and s t igmatize people who use drugs (Of f ice of the 
BC Prov incial  Health Of f icer,  2019).  Over t ime, “problematic ”  substance use has 
been continuously conceptualized within the contex t of racial ized identi t ies and 
communit ies ,  result ing in social ly held my ths which posit ion Indigenous Peoples close 
to i l l ic i t  substances,  thereby creat ing an over- enforcement of drug polic ies which 
has great ly contr ibuted to Indigenous overrepresentat ion within the cr iminal  just ice 
system (Episkenew, 2009; Marshall ,  2015).  Racism and s t igma intersec t to over ly 
cr iminalize cer tain communit ies ,  speci f ical ly Indigenous Peoples,  and especial ly 
those in pover t y,  which vast ly increases the harms associated with substance use. 
Essential ly,  polic ies suppor t ing cr iminalizat ion force people to use drugs of ten in 
unsafe and isolated environments,  even when substance use and healthcare ser v ices 
are available (Penn, 2020).  This is  especial ly true when there are inadequate,  or no 
Indigenous- centered, cultural ly speci f ic ,  and safe ser v ices available;  fundamentally, 
indiv iduals are lef t  with l imited options.  Moreover,  the dominant approaches taken 
to ‘defeat ’  the overdose cr isis harm those l iv ing with chronic pain and i l lness by 
decreasing the amount of prescr ibed pain medicat ion used to legit imately control 
physical  agony. Though BC al lows for ser v ices which prescr ibe cer tain prescr ipt ion 
opiates for those already experiencing severe problematic substance use,  others who 
do not use i l l ic i t  substances are lef t  with l imited choices to ef fec t ively manage their 
pain (Of f ice of the BC Prov incial  Health Of f icer,  2019).  In the end, this causes people 
to search for unregulated, toxic substances on their  own to help them cope with their 
pain. 

Substance use is  v iewed as the problem, rather than a response (and in resis tance) 
to the cultural ,  social ,  spir i tual ,  economic,  poli t ical ,  and environmental  pain caused 
by past and present colonial ism. A s a result ,  mainstream treatment programs 
and ser v ices focus on indiv idual def ic i ts ,  rather than v iewing substance use as 
a par t of human healing and exis tence.  Just as with past polic ies that outlawed 
tradit ional  healing ceremonies and prac t ices,  al ternative approaches to wellness 
are marginalized and under funded, and “exper t ”  opinions are taken over those of 
indiv iduals and communit ies themselves.  If  mainstream ser v ices honouring these 
narrat ives are implemented, they are of ten given a “new face” and “marketed ” as a 
new creat ion (Episkenew, 2009).  For instance,  the concept of “harm reduc t ion” as i t 
is  currently conceptualized within dominant societ y is  a relat ively new approach by 
colonial  governmental  bodies.  However,  Indigenous Peoples have been prac t ic ing 
harm reduc t ion since t ime immemorial ,  again,  including reducing the harms of 
colonial ism (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and 
Development ,  2019).  We have always prac t iced (w)holis t ical ly car ing for our-selves, 
communit ies ,  and worlds according to our dis t inc t knowledges and l i feways.  The lands 
in which we inhabit ,  and the relat ionships we hold with al l  the spir i ts of that which are 
around us,  inf luence how we exis t  alongside al l  of  creat ion. Though we have endured 
mult igenerat ional  harms through countless genocidal  polic ies and prac t ices such as 
Residential  Schools ,  the Six t ies Scoop, the Indian Ac t ,  and land thef t ,  we continue to 
rev ital ize,  resis t ,  and reclaim our knowledges for a decolonial  future. 
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d. Traditional and Culturally Specific Knowledge 
Ancestral  teachings for l iv ing 
a good l i fe are embedded 
within each of our unique 
cultures,  and Indigenous-
centered harm reduc t ion is 
deeply rooted within tradit ional 
Indigenous knowledge systems, 
languages,  and ceremonies 
(Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End 
Homelessness,  2018; Canadian 
Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & 
Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS 
and Development ,  2019; F irs t 
Nations Health Authorit y,  2017; 
Native Youth Sexual Health 
Net work ,  2016).  Though this 
is  spoken of broadly across 
the l i terature,  Dell  et  al . 
(2010) speaks speci f ical ly to 
the impor tance of cultural ly 
speci f ic  language in developing 
Indigenous harm reduc t ion prac t ices,  including the meanings embedded within the 
Algonquin concepts of ‘K i j igabandan ’  and ‘Manadji towin ’  in contrast to mainstream 
harm reduc t ion ’s depic t ion of “respec t .” 

Essential ly,  “respec t ”  i t sel f  does not mean that indiv iduals hold an understanding 
of why they are respec t ing the cosmos around them and teaches that each person 
must learn from within their  own personal understandings of what i t  means to honour 
al l  those they are in relat ion with (Dell  et  al . ,  2010).  Cer tainly,  this is  impor tant 
to note as i t  signif ies that the term “harm reduc t ion” i t sel f  may not be suitable in 
conceptualizing a framework through Indigenous worldv iews, but rather,  concepts 
should be developed in al ignment with each dis t inc t communit y and culture.  The F irs t 
Nations Health Authorit y in BC (2017) and the Native Youth Sexual Health Net work 
in Vancouver (2016) ,  for example,  have both developed Indigenous harm reduc t ion 
frameworks that center the wellbeing of both indiv iduals and communit ies through 
cultural ly speci f ic  worldv iews, ceremonies,  governance s truc tures,  and the restorat ion 
of local  knowledge systems applicable to the lands they are si tuated upon.

While recognizing the diversi t y bet ween indiv iduals and cultures in al l  harm 
reduc t ion work ,  i t  is  also necessar y to dis t inguish the dis t inc t teachings of the 
lands,  waters,  and sk ies.  A s explained by the Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work and 
Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development (2019) ,  there is  a need to suppor t 
polic ies ,  programs and prac t ices that are grounded in local  Indigenous knowledges, 
tradit ions,  teachings,  ceremonies,  land, and languages,  as well  as those tai lored 
to each person, the knowledge of which is  rooted within their  voices and s tor ies 
(Lavalley et al . ,  2020; Lev ine et al . ,  2021). 

In the end, moving away from pan-Indigenous frameworks and recognizing the vast 
diversi t y bet ween indiv iduals and communit ies is  central  to implementing Indigenous 

Sweetgrass braids (wîhkaskwa).
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harm reduc t ion approaches (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness,  2018; F irs t 
Nations Health Authorit y,  2017; Goodman et al . ,  2017; Lavalley et al . ,  2020; Native 
Youth Sexual Health Net work ,  2016).  Through using Indigenous methodologies and 
the voices of the Indigenous communit y,  polic y and prac t ice can be transformed to 
ref lec t dis t inc t ly Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing (Aboriginal  Coali t ion 
to End Homelessness,  2018; Dell ,  et  al .  2010; Lavalley et al . ,  2020; Lev ine et al . ,  2021; 
Native Youth Sexual Health Net work ,  2016).

e. (W)holistic Healing Through Indigenous Worldviews
( W )holis t ic  healing through an Indigenous worldv iew ex tends beyond the dimensions 
of sel f  to include the communal,  env ironmental ,  and cosmic spheres.  When l iv ing 
as a whole – spir i tually,  emotionally,  mentally,  physical ly,  and social ly – we (re)
connec t deeply with al l  that is ,  was,  and wil l  be.  Subsequently,  Indigenous harm 
reduc t ion approaches fol low dis t inc t ly (w)holis t ic  approaches to healing from deeply 
rooted colonial  trauma, both intergenerat ional  and l ived (Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & 
Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Dell  et  al . ,  2010, p.  118) . 

Indigenous harm reduc t ion projec ts central ize (w)holis t ic  healing through 
providing access to ceremony, natural  medicines tradit ional  teachings,  Elder and 
Knowledge Keeper mentorship,  and (re)connec t ion with the land in combination 
with western medical  approaches when wanted and needed (Aboriginal  Coali t ion 
to End Homelessness,  2018; F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y,  2017; Lev ine et al . , 
2021).  However,  i t  is  impor tant to note that (w)holis t ic  wellness and “ Indigenous 
harm reduc t ion” does not have to equate to only cultural  suppor ts ,  but rather,  can 
addit ionally include an ac t as simple as prov iding food or get t ing a cof fee with 
someone to help suppor t their  journey.  Fur ther,  wellness and healing can also include 
unregulated substances themselves,  as highlighted by the BC F irs t  Nation ’s Health 
Authorit y (2023) ,  relat ionships to substances can di f fer bet ween Peoples who use 
i l l ic i t  drugs.  Not ever yone who uses i l l ic i t  substances habitually feel  they fal l  within 
an ‘addic t ion ’  or ‘problematic ’  categor y,  and the term ‘ Indigenous harm reduc t ion ’ 
may mean also engaging in ac ts of communit y care,  which contr ibutes to indiv idual 
and collec t ive wellness.  Essential ly,  Indigenous harm reduc t ion at i t s  core is  not 
merely a set of prac t ices but is  a way of l i fe rooted within relat ionali t y,  communit y, 
culture,  and love,  v iewing the natural ,  spir i tual ,  and human world as interrelated 
and interdependent (Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and 
Development ,  2019). 

To prov ide pathways to healing,  harm reduc t ion ’s values of humanit y and choice 
must ult imately be reconciled with (w)holis t ic  wellness and healing tradit ions (Dell 
et  al . ,  2010).  Unquest ionably,  healing also includes (re)connec t ion to our spir i ts and 
identi t ies as Indigenous Peoples,  which can be nur tured through the connec t ions we 
make with each other and al l  our plant ,  animal,  and land relat ions (K immerer,  2013). 
A s Indigenous Peoples,  we have al l  been impac ted by colonial ism and disconnec t ion. 
However,  (re)connec t ing with who we are,  where we are rooted from, and with each 
other as a communit y involves re -membering and reclaiming the wisdom of our 
ancestors,  which in -turn al lows us to heal  from continued colonial  assaults .  Indeed, 
as Rowe (2013) reminds us,  coming to know who we are as indiv iduals in relat ionship 
with our ancestral  his tor ies involves re -membering and reclaiming the s tor ies, 
wisdom, and worldv iews of our ancestors,  communit ies ,  and lands.  In turn,  this al lows 
us to recognize the accountabil i t ies we have to al l  that surrounds us.  The health and 
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wellbeing of the lands in which we inhabit  and i ts connec t ion to our own wellness 
cannot be understated. The land gives us ever y thing and only asks in return that 
we look af ter i t ,  as we look af ter ourselves;  truly,  there is  no separat ion -  we are 
the land, and the land is us.  Our identi t ies which are born from the land we inhabit 
provide us with a direc t l ink back to our ancestors (Kovach, 2009).  By focusing on both 
indiv idual and communal well -being and the regenerat ion of our unique knowledge 
systems, l i fe ways,  and ceremonies,  Indigenous harm reduc t ion can reduce colonial 
harms by making a commitment to travell ing along the pathways to sel f- def ined 
healing (Native Youth Sexual Health Net work ,  2016). 

f. Systemic and Structural Change
In creat ing the condit ions through which Indigenous Peoples can be mentally, 
physical ly,  emotionally,  spir i tually,  and social ly well ,  we must ensure equitable access 
to al l  social  determinants of health,  including education, housing, language, land, and 
cultural  and poli t ical  sel f- determination and sovereignt y (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS 
Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Native Youth Sexual 
Health Net work ,  2016).  The l i terature makes clear the vast ways that mainstream 
harm reduc t ions polic ies ,  prac t ices,  and ser v ices fai l  to address the s truc tural  and 
systemic issues which contr ibute to substance use-related harms (Canadian Aboriginal 
A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; Lavalley et al . , 
2020; Marshall ,  2015). 

For Indigenous indiv iduals and communit ies ,  s truc tural  and systemic barr iers 
include racis t  treatment ,  cultural ly unsafe and/or incompatible care,  an emphasis on 
abst inence,  “recover y,”  and rel igious-based treatment options,  the use of disordered 
language such as “clean,”  devastat ing drug polic ies ,  and a disregard for complex 
and continuous colonial  trauma (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness,  2018; 
Goodman et al . ,  2017; Lavalley et al . ,  2020; Lev ine et al . ,  2021; Marshall ,  2015). 
Barr iers also include over- involvement within the cr iminal  just ice system, scarce 
access to employment ,  l imited cultural ly safe and suppor t ive housing options, 
inadequate cultural ly tradit ional  mental  health approaches,  and insuf f ic ient education 
which honours Indigenous his tor ies and worldv iews. A s discussed throughout the 
l i terature,  solut ions to s truc tural  and systemic barr iers must come from and be led 
by Indigenous indiv iduals and communit ies themselves.  A s relat ional  beings,  we 
are accountable to one another and must take responsibi l i t y for ourselves and our 
relat ions (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness,  2018).  Through the voices of 
Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  Peers,  youths,  and other communit y members,  drug 
polic y and prac t ice can be transformed to ref lec t dis t inc t ly Indigenous ways of being, 
knowing, and doing (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness,  2018; Lavalley et al . , 
2020; Lev ine et al . ,  2021; Native Youth Sexual Health Net work ,  2016).  Last ly,  there is 
a need to analy ze the methodologies used within evaluat ion s tudies for Indigenous 
harm reduc t ion projec ts to ensure they truly ref lec t Indigenous worldv iews (Dell  et 
al . ,  2010). 

Undeniably,  the his tor ical  and current approaches to substance use have caused 
more harm to the advancement of social  just ice than the substances they prohibit .  For 
example,  in BC the BC Harm Reduc tion Strategies and Ser v ices Polic y and Guidelines 
(2014) at tempted to prov ide ev idence-based and social ly - just regulat ions,  par t icular ly 
as i t  highlights the need for Indigenous speci f ic  approaches,  but i t  was ult imately 
l imited by federal  drug laws that take a pan- Canadian, colonial ly dr iven approach 
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which deny the unique contex ts and experiences of Indigenous Peoples.  While harm 
reduc t ion ser v ices are v i tal ,  inter ventions targeting only indiv idual behaviours 
are insuf f ic ient to address the mult i layered harms of colonial ism, including the 
social  and health inequit ies within which substance use is  embedded (Canadian 
Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019). 
Ult imately,  Federal  drug polic ies and harm reduc t ion have not equitably addressed 
the s truc tural ,  systemic,  and inst i tut ional  inequit ies of colonial  societ y,  instead 
focusing on pathology,  indiv idual def ic i ts ,  and behaviour modif icat ion (Of f ice of the 
Prov incial  Health Of f icer,  2019; Penn, 2020).  Widespread societal  s t igma and systemic 
racism towards Indigenous Peoples intersec t with substance use,  causing colonial 
governments to purposefully neglec t changing laws, polic ies ,  and prac t ices,  despite 
the exis t ing ev idence needed for change. If  societ y does not believe that people who 
use drugs are deser v ing of care,  then governments are not compelled to invest in 
healthcare and social  ser v ices for them (Penn, 2020). 

Though current Federal  and Provincial  drug polic ies largely ser ve to hinder 
social  just ice,  many Indigenous communit ies and grassroots organizat ions 
have continuously suppor ted people who use drugs themselves,  when colonial 
governments have refused. In BC, for example,  the F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y has 
done ex tensive work surrounding Indigenous- centered, decolonial  harm reduc t ion 
approaches,  including the “Not Just Naloxone” training for Indigenous ser v ice users 
and providers,  prov iding pathways to education for Indigenous Peoples on the values 
of harm reduc t ion prac t ices,  how i ts pr inciples al ign with tradit ional  worldv iews, 
and funding communit y organizat ions in developing their  own cultural ly speci f ic 
frameworks to reducing harms (Lev ine et al . ,  2021). 

Another example of this includes the work of the Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End 
Homelessness (ACEH),  which continues to develop and ut i l ize their  own decolonized 
harm reduc t ion framework based upon the tradit ional  and cultural  knowledge of 
the three dominant tr ibal  groups of Vancouver Island. Using the s tor ies,  hopes,  and 
perspec t ives of the Indigenous Street Communit y,  with guidance from local  Elders 
and Knowledge Keepers,  the ACEH uses land-based healing and learning, and provides 
daily access to ceremony and natural  medicines in combination with safe (r)  western 
medical  approaches for (w)holis t ic  healing (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness, 
2018).  Through my own prev ious work with the ACEH, I  have seen immense healing 
occur through these methods for both ser v ice users and providers.  Ult imately,  this 
speaks to our vast resi l iencies as Indigenous Peoples and reminds us that by (re)
connec t ing back to our cultures,  lands,  spir i ts ,  and selves,  we can transform societ y. 
However,  more work is  needed to ethical ly gather our dis t inc t sacred wisdoms to 
v ision for Indigenous- led,  coordinated, and implemented decolonial  harm reduc t ion 
polic ies and prac t ices.

g. Concluding Thoughts: A Vision for the Future 
It  is  v i tal  that current Federal  and Prov incial  drug polic ies transform for a more 
social ly just ,  equitable,  and decolonial  future.  A s the l i terature shows, the imposit ion 
of colonial ly rooted approaches and prac t ices have been inef fec t ive and harmful 
(Episkenew, 2009; Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS 
and Development ,  2019).  Indigenous approaches to substance use and harm reduc t ion 
must be conceptualized, led,  and delivered by Indigenous Peoples and communit ies 
themselves;  speci f ical ly,  Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  Peers,  and communit y members 
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must be ful ly suppor ted by governments to (re)v ision for Indigenous- centered, 
decolonial ,  and cultural ly speci f ic  harm reduc t ion polic ies ,  prac t ices,  and ser v ices.

Fundamentally,  we have been taking care of our Peoples and communit ies since 
t ime immemorial ,  and we know what we need to be well .  The answers required to 
transform polic y and prac t ice come from within our selves,  our communit ies ,  and 
our dis t inc t ancestral  and cultural  knowledges,  and we must be given the respec t for 
sel f- determination and sovereignt y we once had to ful ly real ize these v isions.  Though 
our hear ts ,  minds,  and spir i ts have been indiv idually and collec t ively inf luenced 
by colonial ism, each of us hold enormous wisdom and resi l ience within ourselves 
to decolonize our selves and worlds.  In (re)connec t ing to our cultural  l i feways and 
inner wisdom, we can take back our sacred knowledges which have been disrupted 
by domination and oppression. Therefore,  al l  levels of government must suppor t 
in ac t ioning Indigenous- led substance use and harm reduc t ion init iat ives,  without 
requir ing r idged guidelines s teeped in colonial  ideals which only fur ther marginalize 
Indigenous wisdom. 

Fur ther,  barr iers to accessing other human-r ight ser v ices must have solut ions 
rooted within Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing, emphasizing 
communit y over indiv idualizat ion.  Meaningfully addressing the al l - encompassing 
s truc tural  and systemic barr iers to wellness requires a mult isec toral ,  communal and 
intersec t ional  approach to both substance use and harm reduc t ion as well  as to al l 
other intersec t ing issues which negatively inf luence indiv iduals and communit ies ’ 
l i ves (Coll ins et al . ,  2019).  Ult imately,  al l  sec tors of societ y and levels of colonial 
governance must work together alongside Indigenous Nations,  communit ies and 
organizat ions to transform struc turally embedded imperial is t  polic ies for col lec t ive 
social  just ice.  In these ways,  both Federal  and Prov incial  governments must 
reconceptualize “harm reduc t ion” as reducing the harms of colonial ism, center i t  as a 
pr ior i t y,  and enshrine i t  within law and polic y.  Fur ther,  polic ies must honour the ways 
that Indigenous Peoples already reduce the harms of colonial ism and recognize the 
knowledges we hold as fundamental  to transforming polic y and prac t ice for a social ly -
just ,  equitable,  and de- colonial  future. 

Most imperat ively,  Canada and BC must col lec t ively move to decr iminalize,  legalize, 
and regulate i l l ic i t  substances.  This ac t ion would not only save l ives,  but would 
suppor t a col lec t ive decolonizat ion of our hear ts ,  minds,  and spir i ts .  For many 
Indigenous Peoples,  engaging in v i tal  healing ceremonies while on substances is  a 
contentious issue; however,  I  see this as regenerat ion and reclamation of our old 
l i feways.  Though I  can only speak from my perspec t ives,  there were many ‘substances ’ 
Peoples throughout the world used in var ious ways;  since t ime immemorial , 
plants and medicines have been a par t of our cultures and l ives – how do we truly 
decide what substances are useful  and healing,  and which are not? This is  not an 
easy quest ion and is one I  would respec t ful ly inv ite al l  indiv iduals ,  Nations,  and 
communit ies to answer themselves.  The unpredic table and toxic supply of substances 
and the r isk y environments people are forced to use within are the harmful by-
produc ts of colonial  v iolence.  Despite the shame our Peoples face from all  ends of 
societ y,  we can dispel  the dominant my ths which say that substance use is  something 
to be ashamed of.  When we do so,  we disrupt the colonial ly induced narrat ives within 
our communit ies that some of our relat ions are not wor thy of wellness and healing in 
their  present forms. 



V is ioning Towards a Decolonized, Indigenous- Centered Ser v ice Model for Drug Check ing 2 2

Indigenous-specif ic  harm reduc t ion can mean many things,  including (re)connec t ing 
with the land, learning our tradit ional  languages,  and building communit y with each 
other.  Through the voices of our communit ies ,  al l  harm reduc t ion init iat ives can 
truly ref lec t Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing. I  perceive Indigenous 
approaches to substance use and harm reduc t ion as being about love at i t s  core,  in 
the most non- judgemental  and uncondit ional  way possible.  This is  what I  understand 
our communit ies to be about ,  and when looking at colonial  conceptions of substance 
use through a decolonial ,  culture -speci f ic  lens,  we break the dominant my ths 
embedded within current drug polic y and come to understand the ways in which harm 
reduc t ion, substance use,  and Indigenous approaches to wellness and healing are 
more al ike than they are separate.  Ult imately,  a paradigm shif t  is  needed for al l  of 
societ y to collec t ively become ‘ Indigenis t  thinkers ’  to centre our s tor ies,  knowledges, 
epis temologies,  and pedagogy in our polic y and prac t ice.  When we look to Indigenous 
and colonial  his tor y,  i t s  implicat ions on l i fe today,  and (re)connec t to our ancestral 
knowledges,  we can transform our hur ts into healing. 

What is  most required is  that we take the t ime to engage in ceremony, connec t 
with the land, talk with our ancestors,  and remember our sacred knowledge, as 
when we do this ,  we honour our blood resi l iencies to resis t  the polic ies which seek 
to subjugate our l ives and wisdom. St i l l ,  in rev iewing the l i terature,  I  see the work 
that we as Nations,  communit ies ,  indiv iduals and organizat ions must s t i l l  do to 
v ision for a decolonial  world – one where we are total ly emancipated from colonial 
harms and constraints.  A s I  wil l  i l lustrate in the fol lowing sec t ion, An Indigenous 
Conceptualizat ion of  Drug Checking – The wîhkask wa (Sweetgrass)  Framework ,  each of 
our dis t inc t tradit ional  and cultural ly speci f ic  knowledge systems, prac t ices,  and 
worldv iews must be the lens through which we look at contemporar y harm reduc t ion 
methods l ike drug checking. 
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4. An Indigenous Conceptualization of Drug 
Checking – The wîhkaskwa (Sweetgrass) 
Framework

a. Introduction to the framework 
A s i l lustrated throughout exis t ing 
decolonial  and Indigenous harm reduc t ion 
l i terature,  within harm reducing prac t ices 
such as drug checking, we must go well 
beyond test ing substances by infusing (w)
holis t ic  wellness and cultural  knowledge 
throughout the ser v ice deliver y,  research 
ac t iv i t ies ,  and subsequent wisdoms 
made v isible through i ts processes.  In 
essence,  how can we (re)conceptualize 
drug checking as a possible agent of 
change in ways which al ign with our 
tradit ional  frameworks for reducing 
harm? Fundamentally,  env isioning 
pathways towards an Indigenous ser v ice 
model for drug checking requires the (re)
connec t ion of each communit y ’s  ancestral 
and tradit ional  wisdoms to i ts prac t ices 
and ideologies,  i f  desired and applicable. 

A s a nêhiyaw ser v ice prov ider,  I  have 
done this by cr i t ical ly examining my own 
witnessed and embodied experiences and 
ref lec t ions within drug checking through 
the (w)holis t ic ,  non- l inear process of 
gathering and braiding sweetgrass – also 
known as wîhkask wa  in nêhiyawêwin. 
Throughout this writ ing,  I  use the 
tradit ional  name for sweetgrass in the 
Plains Cree Y dialec t ;  fundamentally,  this is  both in resis tance to the Eurocentr ic 
academic landscape in which this paper is  shared, and to maintain the ethical  and 
relat ional  responsibi l i t y I  hold to the spir i t  of  wî hkask wa and al l  i t  has taught me. 
Born from the teachings of this medicine,  this conceptual  framework is  signif icant 
to who I  am and where I  come from. A s shared already,  the F irs t  Nation to which I 
belong and am accountable to is  located within Mask wacis ,  Treat y 6 Terr i tor y.  Within 
these lands,  there grows patches of wî hkask wa, which is  one of the four sacred 
medicines for many, but not al l ,  F irs t  Nations,  Inuit ,  and Metis Peoples,  par t icular ly 
those l iv ing and moving along the plains.  I  was shown how to use wî hkask wa as a 
medicine for personal wellness from an ear ly age and was taught that the smoke 
from its burning braid both cleanses us and carr ies our prayers up to the spir i t  world, 
al lowing us to seek guidance from and communicate with our ancestors to suppor t 
us in our healing journeys,  and to re -member who we truly are.  Because of this ,  I 

Sweetgrass braids (wîhkaskwa). 
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have used i t  consis tently throughout my l i fe to both connec t with the spir i ts of my 
ancestors and to heal  my soul wounds. I  use wî hkask wa so regular ly that ,  during 
my social  work graduate s tudies,  i t s  sacred instruc t ions led to the development of 
a wî hkask wa centered conceptual  framework for research, prac t ice,  and l i fe.  This is 
where I  became impassioned with Indigenous research methodologies and began to 
understand l i fe as a process of re -search (Absolon, 2011).  Later,  upon being involved 
with drug checking, I  came to real ize how truly applicable this framework is  to al l 
the work I  have and continue to do. It  is  ent irely no surprise given my knowing and 
his tor y with wî hkask wa that I  came to (re)conceptualize drug checking through i ts 
teachings,  which was v isually laid out before me while engaging in ceremony; I  was 
smoldering a braid,  enveloping myself  with the r ising smoke, when my mind and hear t 
began creat ing the connec t ions that I  feel  are necessar y to v ision for the possibi l i t ies 
of drug checking in decolonial ,  Indigenous centered ways. 

Ult imately,  making connec t ions to culture – speci f ical ly,  thinking about and apply ing 
how drug checking intersec ts with the processes that go into gathering and braiding 
wî hkask wa – has helped fur ther my personal understanding of drug checking and 
al lowed me to envision for i t s  possible al ignment with Indigenous worldv iews. 
However,  i t  is  impor tant to explain the inherent l imitat ions in this work ,  as I  recognize 
that I  am only one indiv idual and am engaging in drug checking on terr i tor ies where 
I  am not or iginally from. Essential ly,  I  am looking at drug checking through the 
inf luences of my own ancestral  teachings and cultural  knowledge, which may not 
necessar i ly apply to other communit ies – unquest ionably,  our cultures are diverse, 
unique, and speci f ic  to the lands,  his tor ies,  and Peoples in which we are rooted from. 
Ethical ly,  this means that I  cannot speak for anyone on the lands in which I  have 
witnessed, learned about ,  and prac t iced drug checking upon, though I  acknowledge 
that being on terr i tor ies not of my own Peoples also holds inf luence over how I  have 
come to conceptualize this work .  Despite these considerat ions,  there is  nonetheless 
value in ut i l iz ing a voice within drug checking spaces where i t  has not tradit ionally 
exis ted. Fur ther,  I  feel  that despite our dis t inc tness as Indigenous Peoples,  we share 
many common values across our Nations and cultures,  as well  as col lec t ive his tor ies 
of continued colonizat ion – in these ways,  we can work together as one towards our 
shared journey of col lec t ive l iberat ion. 

F inally,  I  bel ieve there is  also signif icance in ut i l iz ing the speci f ic  example of 
gathering and braiding wî hkask wa to examine drug checking in a decolonial , 
Indigenous centered way,  which is:  gathering and braiding wî hkask wa is i t sel f  an 
ac t of harm reduc t ion, as i t  is  a tradit ional  process which suppor ts our indiv idual 
and collec t ive healing,  and holds essential  teachings and values which inform us 
how to l ive and walk in a good way alongside al l  of  creat ion. Though there are many 
di f ferent teachings var y ing bet ween cultures,  communit ies ,  and even famil ies ,  I  was 
taught that sweetgrass is  the hair  of  our ear th mother ;  gathering her sacred medicine 
is  an ac t of ceremony, as is  the process of braiding the grass into three sec t ions 
which symbolize s trength,  ( inter)connec t ion, and accountabil i t y ( T.  L i t t lechild, 
personal communicat ion, March 2021).  I  bel ieve these values to be direc t ly applicable 
to Indigenous harm reduc t ion in general ,  as i t  speaks to our vast resi l iencies 
as Indigenous Peoples (s trength) ,  how we are collec t ively inter t wined with each 
other and the cosmos in which we are a par t ( ( inter)connec t ion) ,  and how this deep 
connec t ion teaches us to be accountable to al l  we are in relat ion with (accountabil i t y ) . 
Moreover,  sweetgrass is  i t sel f  s trong and resi l ient as i t  bends without breaking, 
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comes from and is interdependent with the ear th,  and when we gather sweetgrass we 
speak to i ts spir i t  and lay down tobacco to show respec t for the gi f ts i t  prov ides.

Though I  theorize drug checking through a cultural  lens,  I  understand the 
mult i faceted challenges associated with i ts potential  acceptance.  Fundamentally, 
the relat ionship bet ween drug checking and colonial ism is a complex issue t ied 
to the cr iminalizat ion,  oppression, and marginalizat ion of people who use i l l ic i t 
substances through drug control  polic ies.  Across t ime and space,  these colonial ly 
embedded polic ies and prac t ices have continued to expand and sustain the systematic 
exploitat ion of Indigenous and other racial ized Peoples,  lands,  and resources,  as 
well  as their  hear ts ,  minds,  and spir i ts (Daniels ,  et  al . ,  2021; Episkenew, 2009).  This 
real i t y has caused an intense fear of fur ther cr iminalizat ion and a deep sense of 
internalized shame when accessing ser v ices l ike drug checking, which can of ten result 
in avoidance of ser v ices al l  together,  or an anticipat ion of s t igma when accessing 
them (Davis ,  et  al . ,  2022).  In addit ion to these l inks to colonial ism and i ts ideologies is 
drug checking ’s unique engagement with technologies.  This unquest ionably impac ts 
drug checking as a harm reduc t ion prac t ice,  as many of the technologies now used for 
drug checking as harm reduc t ion were created with colonial ly rooted interests ,  using 
Eurocentr ic scienti f ic  approaches,  and were designed for the cr iminalizat ion of people 
to suppor t the war on drugs.

Many drug checking technologies – even Fentanyl  and Benzodiazepine Test Str ips 
– were created, and are s t i l l  heav ily used within,  enforcement ,  border control , 
probationar y si tuat ions,  and in workplace set t ings to discr iminate against people 
who use drugs (Betsos,  et  al . ,  2022).  Cer tainly,  technologies,  including those of 
drug checking, have been used as agents of power and control  throughout his tor y 
(Franklin,  1990).  Through connec t ing with di f ferent Indigenous communit y members 
and ser v ice prov iders myself,  I  have fel t  some sense of avoidance of drug checking 
due to both not knowing how i t  may truly be of benef i t ,  as well  as feel ing mistrust ing 
of i t  as a way of reducing harm. If  we are to ethical ly prov ide drug checking within 
our Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions,  we must continuously consider how we 
use these technologies so that we do not replicate their  harms. 

When I  personally consider drug checking as a harm reduc t ion prac t ice,  I  think of 
how, at i t s  core,  i t  may not be a completely unfamil iar method to us as Indigenous 
Peoples.  Essential ly,  we have always had our own ways to determine what medicines 
and plants were ‘safe ’  for us to consume, touch, and engage with – whether that be 
through our creat ion s tor ies,  tradit ional  prac t ices,  or obser vat ions of the natural 
world around us – and I  bel ieve i t  is  this wisdom that we must re -member and re -
connec t with when considering harm reduc t ion methods l ike drug checking. For 
myself,  I  can only truly use the knowledge which resides within my l ived experiences, 
cultural  understandings,  and ancestral  memories to guide conceptualizat ions 
of this work .  Therefore,  using a nêhiyaw- grounded epis temology,  ontology,  and 
value system, which f lows from within the prac t ices and teachings of gathering 
and braiding wî hkask wa, I  consider the quest ion: What does i t  truly mean to al ign 
Indigenous harm reduc t ion and cultural  prac t ices with drug checking speci f ical ly? 

The (w)holis t ic  teachings and considerat ions that go into the process of gathering 
and braiding wî hkask wa – including the personal and relat ional  preparat ion i t  takes 
before we even go out onto the land to gather,  respec t ing the cultural ly speci f ic 
protocols and ethics of the lands in which we are gathering upon, learning the 
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knowledge that we need in order to har vest and the ways in which we gather,  the 
meaning we make of wî hkask wa by braiding and infusing prayers and teachings into 
i t ,  and last ly,  sharing the benef i ts of the braids with others by giv ing them away 
for col lec t ive healing and wellness – al l  deeply al ign with the considerat ions I  have 
thought of within this projec t with respec t to v isioning for and prac t ic ing decolonial , 
Indigenous speci f ic  approaches to drug checking. A lthough each of these processes 
could be understood as “s teps”,  i t  is  impor tant to understand that these are (w)
holis t ic  and non- l inear considerat ions which should be understood as interrelated and 
interdependent upon each other,  as we cannot truly consider one prac t ice exis t ing 
without the other.  In reading through each sec t ion, you wil l  not ice that they ebb, 
f low, and bleed into one another,  and this is  an essential  teaching to recognize as a 
dis t inc t depar ture from Eurocentr ic forms of writ ing towards a decolonial ,  c ircular, 
and cultural ly grounded one. 

b. Preparation
Throughout my l i fe,  I  have come to recognize the need to personally and relat ionally 
prepare myself  to engage in any ac t iv i t y for my own wellness and healing – the 
wellness and healing of which inf luences al l  that exis ts surrounding me. This process 
of preparat ion  is  also a necessar y piece of gathering and braiding wî hkask wa. In 
the beginning, pr ior to going out onto the land to gather this medicine,  we must 
(w)holis t ical ly prepare ourselves to do so in a good way. An impor tant par t of this 
includes ref lec t ing on what wî hkask wa is and what i t  means to us in the contex t 
of our cultures and l ives.  I  see gathering and braiding wî hkask wa as engaging in a 
nur tur ing ac t which requires that we f irs t  show love and care for ourselves and each 
other,  that we pray for a good day ahead of us,  and that we communicate with the 
spir i t  of  the medicine and seek guidance from our ancestors.

Preparat ion  for gathering wî hkask wa requires determining what tools we wil l  need, 
including a basket or bag to hold our medicines,  ensuring that we have tobacco to 
prov ide an of fer ing to the land and spir i ts of the grass,  as well  as envisioning who we 
wil l  need to consult  with.  Addit ionally,  preparat ion includes planning the t ime of year 
in which to gather – for example,  har vest ing wî hkask wa requires an understanding of 
the speci f ic  c l imates and locat ions we are in.  In Mask wacis ,  gathering of ten happens 
in mid- July to late August ;  however,  in other places,  har vest ing can happen in the 
ear ly-mid summer months.  Unfor tunately,  because of c l imate change and higher 
than average seasonal temperatures,  tradit ional  plants l ike wî hkask wa have been 
negatively impac ted. Once abundant along the prair ies ,  wî hkask wa which was “ wais t 
high” can now be found barely “knee high” and only within selec t areas ( Indigenous 
Cl imate Hub, 2024).  This is  an impor tant aspec t to consider and pushes us to think 
of ourselves in k inship with the lands we are rooted from and to prac t ice care for i t ; 
indeed, building relat ionali t y with the land and the spir i t  of  the grass i tsel f  is  a v i tal 
par t of being a good relat ive,  which is  a necessar y component overall  of  gathering 
and braiding wî hkask wa. 

i. Personal and Relational Reflection

In translat ing this process to how I  have conceptualized possibi l i t ies for drug 
checking within Indigenous contex ts ,  I  ref lec t on how v ital  i t  is  to f irs t  personally 
prepare for drug checking by v isioning for the ways in which i t  could be used for 
healing,  wellness,  and (re)connec t ion. Just as we would (w)holis t ical ly prepare for 



2 7V is ioning Towards a Decolonized, Indigenous- Centered Ser v ice Model for Drug Check ing

gathering and braiding wî hkask wa on the land by considering what tools we wil l  need, 
envisioning who we wil l  need to consult  with,  and determining what our relat ionship 
is  to the land and grass,  so too did I  begin my journey within this work by considering 
the ways that I  needed to prepare for engaging with drug checking. Pr imari ly,  I  began 
this by ref lec t ing on my knowledge and experiences surrounding drug checking 
ser v ices and programs. 

To be transparent ,  I  came into this work as an outsider with l imited to no 
information or experience with drug checking i tsel f,  and I  was entirely unaware of 
the technologies and s tat is t ical  data used to monitor trends and changes to the 
unregulated drug supply.  Because of this ,  I  had to take a considerable amount of t ime 
to learn what drug checking is ,  where i ts potential  successes and barr iers l ie,  and the 
dominant values and discourses which most commonly underly i t s  prac t ices before 
I  could even begin conceptualizing i t  through an Indigenous lens.  This has been a 
continuous and ongoing journey – one where I  have sought out those with prac t ice 
experience in drug checking to help enlighten me, in addit ion to engaging in drug 
checking myself. 

A s someone without a background in Eurocentr ic-based science,  drug checking can 
be a di f f icult  prac t ice to become ski l led in,  and i t  has taken t ime and experience 
to understand how i t  could,  or could not ,  potential ly al ign with decolonial  and 
Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing. There was great unease throughout 
this learning, and i t  or iginally brought up feel ings of inadequac y and un-
comfor tabil i t y.  Despite these knowledge gaps,  I  knew that I  could br ing to this work 
past professional and personal experience with decolonial  and Indigenous centered 
harm reduc t ion generally,  as well  as my own understanding of substances and the 
many uses that they have had in my l i fe.  Fol lowing nêhiyaw cultural  knowledge 
systems, embodied and witnessed prac t ice experiences within drug checking, and 
exis t ing l i terature on Indigenous harm reduc t ion, I  also knew that I  needed to begin 
my journey within this work with an understanding of my sel f  and own needs as a 
ser v ice prov ider to heal  the par ts of me that require nur turance to do this work in an 
ethical ,  social ly - just way.  Fur ther,  I  needed to consider why I  wanted to do this work 
in the f irs t  place.  Basical ly,  i t  has been impor tant that I  begin engaging in this work 
by looking inward. 

ii. Critical and Decolonial Reflexivity 

Crit ical  ref lexiv i t y is  an integral  piece of Indigenous harm reduc t ion frameworks, 
as there is  a need to recognize the continued impac ts that colonial  v iolence has had 
on us as indiv iduals and collec t ives,  and to cr i t ical ly deconstruc t our own biases, 
bel iefs ,  values,  and assumptions on harm reduc t ion and substance use (Aboriginal 
A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019).  A s I  know 
well ,  harm reduc t ion and substance use can be a di f f icult  issue to discuss within our 
famil ies and communit ies ,  as there have been intergenerat ional  experiences of hur t 
and separat ion, interconnec ted with abst inence- centered, morally based war on drugs 
ideologies,  which has continued to cr iminalize and s t igmatize people who use drugs 
(Of f ice of the BC Prov incial  Health Of f icer,  2019).  A s a result ,  there are many who 
see the problems associated with substance use as an indiv idual issue,  rather than 
societal  and s truc tural ,  and perceive harm reduc t ion as a way to suppor t drug use, 
devaluing the role of treatment options.  Yet ,  ev idence shows that harm reduc t ion 
saves l ives and makes space for the idea that substance use i tsel f  can be ut i l ized 
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as a way to reduce the harms 
associated with colonial  terror ism; 
for communit ies and organizat ions 
to ful ly reconcile with this ,  harm 
reduc t ion ser v ices must prov ide 
oppor tunit ies for deep, (w)holis t ic 
sel f- ref lec t ion embedded within 
the ver y s truc ture of programs 
(Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & 
Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and 
Development ,  2019).  Within drug 
checking ser v ices speci f ical ly, 
there is  a dis t inc t need to do this 
as the technologies commonly 
used for drug checking can be 
prac t iced for both wellness and 
harm, as dic tated by who is using 
them, where they are used, and 
for what purposes.  This speaks 
to the need to truly begin with 
ourselves and the communit ies 
we walk alongside by engaging in 
cr i t ical  sel f  ref lec t ion on our own 
identi t ies ,  core values,  bel iefs , 
and worldv iews, as well  as our 
biases and assumptions about 
harm reduc t ion, substance use,  and drug checking speci f ical ly,  while recognizing their 
inf luence on how we prac t ice harm reduc t ion methods l ike drug checking. 

A v i tal  par t of cr i t ical ly ref lec t ing on and working to decolonize our selves involves 
engaging with teachings which help us to understand why Indigenous Peoples 
are dispropor t ionately impac ted by overdose and associated harms of continued 
cr iminalizat ion.  Within our Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions,  holding open 
and honest conversat ions and training on decolonized, Indigenous- centered harm 
reduc t ion and substance use can be ef fec t ive for inf luencing the dominant beliefs 
and discourses of those interested in drug checking. A s prev iously mentioned, one 
such example of this includes the BC F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y ’s  (FNHA) Not Jus t 
Naloxone  training, where Indigenous harm reduc t ion teachers,  peer educators,  and 
communit y members come together to collec t ively learn about and build Indigenous 
harm reduc t ion knowledge and ski l ls  within F irs t  Nations communit ies.  This training 
goes beyond cultural ly safe harm reduc t ion and includes understanding and l inking 
the harms associated with substance use to a continued legac y of racism and 
prohibit ional  polic ies ,  identi f y ing colonial ly embedded root causes of addic t ion and 
substance use,  dismantl ing s t igmatizing language and misinformation, connec t ing 
cultural  wisdom with harm reduc t ion approaches,  as well  as learning prac t ical  sk i l ls  to 
respond to overdoses and other harms (Lev ine,  et  al . ,  2021).  Moreover,  an impor tant 
aspec t of decolonizing our understandings in this area also involves acknowledging 
the pathologizing roles that colonial ,  capital is t ,  and Eurocentr ic medical  systems 
play in the demonizat ion of cer tain substances as inherently ‘bad ’  and i l legal ,  while 
simultaneously accepting others as ‘good ’  and therefore legal  (Dodd &McClel land, 
2016). 

A presentation given at  the BC First  Nations Health 
Authority ’s  “Not Just  Naloxone” Summit on conceptual iz ing 
and pract ic ing drug checking through a decolonial , 
Indigenous,  and cultural ly  centered lens,  based upon the 
prel iminary work outl ined in this  report .  Part ic ipants 
at  the summit included Elders and Knowledge Keepers, 
Indigenous service providers,  people with l ived/l iv ing 
experience of  substance use and harm reduction,  and 
other Indigenous harm reduction champions within their 
respect ive communit ies.  Photo credit :  BC First  Nations 
Health Authority.
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In our preparat ions for considering drug checking within our Nations and 
organizat ions,  these teachings are an immense benef i t  and a necessar y f irs t  s tep,  as 
they ult imately help us to both decolonize our understanding of harm reduc t ion and 
substance use and help us to begin to v isualize how drug checking could look within 
our dis t inc t communit ies according to our own cultural  contex ts.  Moreover,  learning 
about the unique barr iers ,  challenges,  and successes inherent within drug checking 
as a harm reduc t ion method would al low communit y members to ful ly ref lec t on 
what i ts processes could mean within the contex ts of their  cultures and l ives – just 
as we would when preparing to gather and braid wî hkask wa. Fundamentally,  once 
we have deconstruc ted the dominant ideologies forced onto us by colonial  interests , 
the potential  pathway for incorporat ing drug checking as a cultural ly speci f ic  harm 
reduc t ion method within our spaces becomes clearer. 

iii. (W)holistic Wellness and Healing

Through this cultural  framework ,  preparat ion  for drug checking speaks to the ways 
that we must cr i t ical ly ref lec t on our own ideologies and beliefs and help to faci l i tate 
that same sel f  ref lec t ion in others so that we can approach drug checking in a 
good way. To do this ,  we must also prov ide pathways to healing by creat ing spaces 
in which to consider how to (w)holis t ical ly take care of our selves and each other 
so that drug checking becomes a healing process for al l  involved. Profoundly,  (w)
holis t ic  wellness and healing through an Indigenous worldv iew ex tends beyond the 
mult iple dimensions of sel f  –  spir i tual ,  emotional ,  mental ,  and physical  – to include 
the social /communal,  env ironmental ,  and cosmic spheres.  Indigenous harm reduc t ion 
approaches fol low these dis t inc t ly (w)holis t ic  approaches to healing from deeply 
rooted colonial  trauma, both intergenerat ional  and l ived, and recognize that the 
traumas we hold within our mind, hear ts ,  bodies,  spir i ts ,  and environments inf luence 
how we engage with and prac t ice harm reduc t ion methods l ike drug checking 
(Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019; 
Dell  et  al . ,  2010). 

From an Indigenous ser v ice prov ider perspec t ive,  harm reduc t ion work can be 
di f f icult  and tr iggering, which is  compounded by coming from a family and communit y 
targeted and wounded by colonial ism. Feelings and experiences s temming from this 
can be di f f icult  to manage across t ime and space;  indeed, throughout my t ime in drug 
checking, trauma has been a def inite fac tor in avoiding cer tain places and ac t iv i t ies. 
A s someone with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (or more appropriately named by 
Episkenew (2009) ,  Post Colonial  Traumatic Response)  f rom providing frontl ine prac t ice, 
some spaces and places can tr igger past traumas. Because of this ,  i t  is  imperat ive 
that I  acknowledge and am in tune with the bodily responses which present 
themselves,  and engage in prac t ices that help to ground me, so that I  may bet ter walk 
alongside others.  Ult imately,  traumatic experiences result ing from frontl ine work 
compound the pre - exis t ing traumas of his tor ical ,  intergenerat ional ,  and l ived reali t ies 
of colonial ism. These are feel ings that I  continue to work through by engaging in 
ac ts which nur ture my whole sel f,  so that I  can enter spaces and relat ionships with 
the genuine relat ional  accountabil i t y they deser ve.  Sometimes,  this can also mean 
not enter ing a speci f ic  space in which personal trauma has happened, and this ac t ive 
resis tance against re - traumatizat ion must be ful ly understood and suppor ted by the 
drug checking program polic ies ,  prac t ices and procedures we work within (Aboriginal 
A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019). 
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Prior to par t ic ipat ing in drug checking outreach events,  I  of ten prepare myself  by 
burning wî hkask wa to ask my ancestors for a good day and by spending t ime on the 
land to collec t medicines l ike shells  and cedar boughs to be given away during an 
event – al l  of  which ult imately prepares me to enter this work in an ethical  way.  In 
v isioning for what suppor ts wil l  be needed for those prov iding ser v ices,  we must 
recognize the need to faci l i tate and suppor t space for ser v ice prov iders ’  personal, 
sel f- direc ted preparat ion techniques in ways which honour their  own cultural  wisdom 
and prac t ices;  acknowledging that for people with l ived and l iv ing experience,  and 
Indigenous Peoples in par t icular,  this work can be reac t ivat ing traumatic symptoms. 
To al lev iate this ,  meaningful  s truc tural  suppor t and wellness ac t iv i t ies should 
be of fered to workers in these spaces to ensure they are,  both collec t ively and 
indiv idually,  not overburdened in this work .  This could mean providing regular ly 
scheduled, cultural ly speci f ic  ac t iv i t ies such as peer- led s tor y tel l ing circles,  land-
based outings,  tradit ional  ceremonies,  communal feast ings,  and spending quali t y t ime 
with Elders and Knowledge Keepers.  Just as we would consider what we wil l  need to 
connec t with the land and wî hkask wa, what tools we wil l  need to br ing, and how we 
can prepare ourselves for gathering i t ,  so too do we need to consider how we can (w)
holis t ical ly prepare ourselves and each other to engage in drug checking. Ult imately, 
the love we hold for our communit ies must be balanced with the love of ourselves i f 
we are to prac t ice drug checking with the care i t  requires. 

iv. Curating the Environment 

Taking ac t ions which honour the (w)holis t ic  wellness of our selves and each other 
also ex tends to our environments.  Within my work l i fe,  I  have continuously witnessed 
how the wellness of ser v ice users is  int imately t ied to the environments they are 
in.  For example,  I  have worked within housing programs that exis t  within,  l i teral ly 
and f igurat ively,  unwell  buildings themselves – where they are inadequately funded, 
run down/condemned, and of ten have l i t t le semblance of family,  communit y,  or 
nur turance.  In contrast ,  those which include dedicated spaces for connec t ion, 
comfor t ing atmospheres,  and a wealth of ar t  – especial ly ar t work that includes 
languages,  resources,  and symbols which resonate with the communit y – truly lead 
to feel ing welcomed in a way that (re)connec ts both ser v ice users and providers with 
each other.  Through prac t ic ing drug checking, I  have obser ved that this can take the 
form of prov iding physical  space for ser v ice users and providers to pr ivately discuss 
their  s tor ies,  experiences,  concerns,  and successes on the substances they take 
together,  i f  wanted. Preparing the space for drug checking can also include using 
similar spaces to plan and hold ac t iv i t ies and workshops for communit y members, 
which would take the space where drug checking occurs beyond the process of test ing 
substances – thereby leav ing room for ser v ice users and providers to engage in ac ts 
not only connec ted to substance use.  A s well ,  the use of ar t is t ic  expressions created 
direc t ly by communit y members within these spaces,  including al lowing for the sale 
of such ar t  pieces,  would mutually benef i t  the wellness of both indiv iduals and their 
surroundings.  Moving towards these nur tur ing environments al lows us to ult imately 
curate drug checking spaces which are communally centered, and s trengths based. 

Accessibi l i t y is  another v i tal  considerat ion when preparing spaces for drug checking. 
L iv ing with both physical  and mental  wellness barr iers myself,  I  recognize how 
imperat ive accessibi l i t y on a (w)holis t ic  level  is .  In preparat ion for drug checking, 
this means that we must not only ensure the physical  space is  accessible to al l  bodies 
through providing things l ike ramps and l i f ts ,  but also that we acknowledge and 
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plan for the systemic 
barr iers that exclude 
cer tain t ypes of minds 
and/or bodies ( Withers, 
2012).  This can mean 
recognizing that , 
al though accessibi l i t y 
within spaces may exis t , 
indiv iduals may not be 
able to access ser v ices 
al l  together because of 
s truc tural  and systemic 
forces.  One way this 
has been addressed 
through the Substance 
Drug Checking 
Projec t is  through the 
development of mult iple 
ways to access drug checking and receive results ,  including through a physical 
s torefront ,  mail  in option, outreach and sample collec t ion,  and a dis tr ibuted approach 
that integrates drug checking within exis t ing health and communit y ser v ices ( Wallace, 
et  al . ,  2022).  Having a physical  s torefront for drug checking specif ical ly helps to 
br ing ser v ices out of the shadows and normalizes access,  which pushes back against 
the s t igmas at tached to harm reduc t ion. It  is  dually impor tant to recognize that , 
within many F irs t  Nation communit ies ,  members who know each other well  may be 
uncomfor table being seen enter ing such spaces;  however,  by prov iding ser v ices other 
than drug checking in these environments,  i t  is  possible to show the communit y that 
there may be many reasons why an indiv idual chooses to access a s torefront space 
where drug checking also happens to take place.  Essential ly,  these spaces within the 
communit y do not have to completely revolve around drug checking ser v ices. 

In the end, hav ing access to drug checking in spaces that are non- judgmental ,  ant i -
oppressive,  and ref lec t ive of the wants and needs of those using i ts ser v ices are v i tal 
for de -s t igmatizat ion and successful  programs (Davis ,  et  al . ,  2022).  Consequently, 
quest ions that are impor tant to consider include: How can we prepare for and curate 
the spaces and environments in which drug checking seeks to take place? A s well , 
how can we design drug checking spaces to be safe,  welcoming, and ref lec t ive of our 
unique cultures,  communit ies ,  and landscapes? Last ly,  how can we be at tentive to the 
unique (w)holis t ic  accessibi l i t y needs of our communit ies? In addressing these needs, 
we can honour the systems of relat ional  accountabil i t y each of us hold to one another 
and the world around us. 

c. Protocols
Within our communit ies ,  Indigenous protocols are representat ions of our cultures ’ 
dis t inc t ethical  systems and ways of being, knowing, and doing, which are ult imately 
def ined by our languages,  spir i tual i t ies ,  k inship,  and place -based knowledges 
(Universi t y of A lber ta,  2024).  When gathering and braiding wî hkask wa, we must 
ensure that we are recognizing and fol lowing these cultural ly speci f ic  protocols i f 
we are to walk in k inship with the land, peoples,  and ancestors we are in relat ion 
with and alongside.  One such protocol  is  to consult  with,  and seek permission and 

The Substance Drug Checking storefront (Col lage) .  Photo Credit : 
Substance Drug Checking
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guidance from, Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  and those with l ived/ l iv ing experience 
within our l ives and communit ies;  this is  done because we know that without the 
wisdom of those who know how to gather and braid wî hkask wa, we wil l  not know 
how to do i t  ourselves or what to look for.  This process of respec t and reciprocit y 
ef fec t ively al lows sacred and ancestral  knowledge to be passed down throughout 
the generat ions,  despite the v iolent interruption of our cultural  continuit y (Absolon, 
2011).  When we do this ,  we also honour the t ime and energy of those who pass on 
their  wisdom to help us along our journeys,  which at a minimum of ten includes gi f t ing 
tobacco. This is  known as paki t inasow,  which is  nêhiyawêwin for “of fer ing something 
in exchange for help,  suppor t ,  and/or direc t ion” (Har t ,  2009). 

This engagement and relat ionship building does not end with other humans, but 
also with the entire cosmos in which we are a par t ,  including the plants that we seek 
to har vest .  A s a necessar y protocol ,  before we begin gathering wî hkask wa, we must 
spread tobacco to where i t  grows upon the ear th;  this is  of ten done by lay ing i t  down 
to the four direc t ions to honour the grass ’s  spir i ts and the spir i ts of the ear th,  and 
to ask for healing.  Moreover,  we also do not want to selec t grass which is  too close 
to each other,  and we must never pull  f rom its root .  We may cut the grass well  above 
the root ,  but we can also ver y carefully sl ide the grass out of i t s  encasement which 
s tays connec ted to the ground. These methods are chosen so that the plant does 
not die,  nor have harm done to i t ,  and that i t  continues to f lourish for generat ions 
to come. Impor tantly,  we must recognize that other beings rely on this plant for 
sustenance as we do for medicine;  in many ways,  i t  was the animals who init ial ly  had 
a role in teaching us which medicines to use and which to avoid,  and we honour their 
own needs for wellness and sur v ival .  It  is  an injust ice that places which once grew an 
abundance of wî hkask wa no longer do due to both cl imate change and those who pull 
out the grasses root system. Following this ethical  process is  our way of taking care 
of the ear th,  i t s  medicines,  our animal k in,  and ult imately ourselves,  as we are the 
land, and the land is us – there is  no separat ion (Kovach, 2009). 

We must continuously be di l igent in recognizing that guidance must come from the 
keepers of the land and the cultural ly speci f ic  protocols embedded therein,  ensuring 
gathering and braiding is  done in the correc t ways according to the terr i tor ies we are 
gathering upon, even i f  they are our own. Being on the land al lows us to remember 
that we are al l  equal and al l  one; none of us are above or below anyone else,  and 
we share the same love to al l  those we are in relat ion to,  including the Knowledge 
Keepers we learn from, the spir i ts of the land and sk y,  the essence of the wî hkask wa, 
and the l i feforce embedded within the ac t of gathering and braiding i tsel f. 

i. Genuine Relationships and Meaningful Consent

In considering the above teachings around respec t for ethics and protocols ,  we know 
that we must consciously adhere to the natural  laws and prac t ices of our cultures and 
communit ies when engaging in ser v ice deliver y and research around drug checking. 
L ike ethical  research processes,  this can translate to drug checking that is  respec t ful , 
empathetic ,  genuine,  benef icial ,  and relevant to the l ived experiences of Indigenous 
ways of being, knowing, and doing (Saini ,  2012).  When implementing drug checking 
within our communit ies and organizat ions,  these core values can be embedded 
within our ser v ices by f irs t  seeking the necessar y permission and consent from the 
indiv iduals and communit ies involved. This could begin by host ing gatherings and 
ceremonies which br ing together local  Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  and communit y 
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members to discuss what benef i ts and challenges drug checking might br ing to the 
entire communit y,  and address plans for col laborat ion, control  and leadership should 
communit y members deem it  to be a useful  ser v ice.  Those br inging the knowledge 
of possible drug checking to these spaces hold an ethical  responsibi l i t y to ensure 
complete and total  transparenc y,  especial ly around the use of non-harm reduc t ion 
drug checking as a method of penalizat ion and social  control .  If  drug checking is 
determined to be of benef i t  by the Nation, communit y,  or organizat ion, permission 
and consent can (and should) take many forms, which should be ref lec t ive of their 
own tradit ional  prac t ices.  This process could be oral ,  writ ten,  v isual ,  and/or symbolic 
– al l  of  which must be respec ted as val id and open to change should the Nation, 
communit y,  or organizat ion desire i t .

A similar ly impor tant pathway towards meaningful  consent and collaborat ion 
throughout the entire drug checking implementat ion process is  to inv ite local 
s takeholders to func t ion as robust sets of adv isor y groups,  which can also ensure that 
cultural ly speci f ic  protocols are fol lowed. These advisor y groups,  each with their  own 
dis t inc t wisdoms wil l  conf irm the unique needs of those they represent .  This ensures 
that drug checking programs are tai lored to di f ferent identi t ies of the communit y ;  for 
example,  Elders and youth may have di f ferent needs in how and why they access drug 
checking. Genuine relat ionships with al l  those around us are the core of this work ; 
as with gathering and braiding wî hkask wa, we cannot prac t ice drug checking without 
the guidance of those around us.  These relat ionships can unquest ionably take t ime 
to cult ivate,  and we must understand that drug checking may not always be the best 
f i t  according to the communit y ’s  desires and needs.  This process is  not unlike how 
the land chooses when and where we gather medicines,  reminding me of a t ime that 
I  at tempted to gather in a place that was once plenti ful ,  but no wî hkask wa was to be 
found.

Not only must genuine consent and permission come from the peoples and 
communit ies we walk alongside,  but i t  must also come from the spir i ts of the lands 
and spaces in which programs wil l  take place upon, and those of our ancestors 
who are embedded within.  Of ten, this process of engagement wil l  include blessing 
the ground or space where drug checking wil l  occur.  Ceremony is a central  par t of 
relat ional  accountabil i t y,  and any work we do which impac ts Peoples ’  l i ves requires 
the permission of the spir i tual  world surrounding us.  Pr ior to drug checking ser v ices 
being implemented within any communit y,  consent from all  s tewards of the lands 
i t  seeks to be on should be ut i l ized to ensure projec ts and programs are developed 
and delivered within the dis t inc t worldv iews and knowledge systems coinciding 
with where they are located. Ult imately,  consent should be more than an agreement 
writ ten on paper and must go beyond mere consultat ion;  rather,  consent must be 
continuous,  mult i - dimensional,  and come from within al l  levels of communit ies.

ii. Localized and Culturally Specific Practices

Beyond meaningful  and genuine consent of al l  that surrounds us,  the ser v ice models 
and prac t ice philosophies of drug checking programs must concurrently recognize, 
fol low, and honour the cultural ly dis t inc t protocols ,  natural  laws,  and ethical  value 
systems of the lands they are si tuated upon. The term protocol  includes many things, 
but overall ,  i t  refers to ways of interac t ing with Indigenous Peoples in a manner that 
respec ts tradit ional  ways of being. Protocols are not just “manners” or “rules ” – they 
are a representat ion of a culture ’s deeply held ethical  value system (Universi t y of 
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Alber ta,  2024).  Indigenous protocols are the laws in which we fol low and help to guide 
us in how we walk alongside others and the worlds we reside in.  Though the process 
of gaining consent and permission is  a facet of one such essential  law, protocols 
include fur ther ac ts of recognit ion and honour to those we are in relat ion with.  For 
example,  gi f t ing is  a signif icant par t of most Indigenous ethic and worldv iew systems 
that makes v isible the respec t we have for one another and is especial ly v i tal  when 
request ing of a person ’s t ime, energy,  knowledge, or space.  This ex tends beyond the 
idea of a simple ‘exchange, ’  instead highlighting gi f t ing as a process of sacredness 
which s tems from the interrelated webs to which we al l  belong. Fundamentally,  gi f t ing 
within an Indigenous worldv iew is a way to sustain and renew the balance of the 
socio - cosmic order of our communit ies ,  lands,  and spir i ts (Kuokkanen, 2004).  Though 
each Nation and communit y wil l  have di f ferent speci f ied var iat ions of this prac t ice, 
considerat ions around how we truly honour the lands and peoples involved with 
potential  drug checking programs, as well  as how we are reciprocat ing the gi f ts which 
have been shared bet ween us,  are essential  components of ethical  prac t ice. 

To fol low local  and cultural ly speci f ic  protocols ,  ethical ly based drug checking 
programs also require that al l  ser v ice prov iders,  par t icular ly those who may be non-
Indigenous,  are of fered gi f ts of knowledge in the form of personal and educational 
development surrounding local ized laws and reali t ies.  This can be faci l i tated by 
inv i t ing local  Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  educators,  and communit y members, 
including those who use unregulated substances,  to share in their  wisdoms with those 
prac t ic ing drug checking. Learning di f ferent ways of knowing and doing al lows us 
to open our hear ts and minds up to fur ther possibi l i t ies within our prac t ice and is 
a necessar y move towards cultural  competenc y and safet y.  However,  i t  is  impor tant 
to s tate that these concepts mean learning the protocols of di f ferent cultures 
and communit ies ,  not learning how to be those cultures;  so long as dis t inc t ion 
is  honoured, we can al l  engage with diverse communit ies in a good way (Br i t ish 
Columbia Net work Environment for Indigenous Health Research, 2023). 

Fundamentally,  al l  of  this means that there must be a commitment to ensure that 
we are rejec t ing pan-Indigenous approaches to program development and ser v ice 
deliver y,  which are of ten combined collec t ions of var ious cultural  prac t ices that do 
not apply to the peoples,  communit ies ,  and lands in which they are being of fered. 
This need is par t icular ly impor tant within urban Indigenous communit ies and 
organizat ions to consider,  as programs that use Indigenous prac t ices and wisdom 
from cultures not of their  own – for example,  organizat ions adopting and apply ing 
nêhiyaw cultural  teachings to Inuit  Peoples – are not only unhelpful  and disregard 
the dis t inc t needs of var y ing identi t ies and backgrounds,  but are also unethical  with 
respec t to the speci f ic  communit ies ’  sel f  sovereignt y where these programs take place 
(Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019).

In my experience,  this has of ten been an issue pr imari ly within urban centers and 
organizat ions who have inadequately sought permission, consent ,  and guidance 
from the peoples of the unique lands they reside upon. In say ing this ,  I  recognize 
that urban Indigenous communit ies do in fac t hold a collec t ive of many di f ferent 
peoples from dif ferent F irs t  Nations,  Inuit ,  and Metis cultures,  and therefore,  i t  can 
be challenging to prov ide ser v ices that ful ly meet the cultural  needs and wants of 
the diverse communit y within these spaces.  This is  why i t  is  so imperat ive to foster 
meaningful  and genuine relat ionships with those we work with,  and ensure var ied 
representat ion on our teams, so that we may of fer cultural  suppor ts that are tai lored, 
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rather than blanketed. However,  I  maintain that we must f irs t  prac t ice in ways that 
honours the speci f ic  lands,  peoples,  cultural  protocols ,  and spir i ts that we are on. To 
ethical ly achieve this ,  i t  is  v i tal  to employ Indigenous ser v ice prov iders,  especial ly 
those who are local  to the area,  and people with l ived/ l iv ing experience of substance 
use throughout al l  areas of the drug checking process,  including within direc t prac t ice 
through both harm reduc t ion and chemistr y-based technician posit ions,  as well  as 
within polic y and research-based posit ions. 

iii. Data Sovereignty and Protection of Knowledge

A s drug checking can include formal research, or use i ts ser v ice data for research, 
i t  is  essential  to consider ways to recognize and incorporate Indigenous speci f ic 
research ethics.  Throughout my t ime within this work ,  I  have of ten thought about 
the nature of genuine data sovereignt y/governance and protec t ion in the contex t 
of drug checking. Data sovereignt y refers to knowledge ( ‘data ’ )  which is  managed 
according to the laws, governance s truc tures,  prac t ices,  and customs of the Nation 
or communit y in which i t  is  col lec ted (Universi t y of A lber ta,  2024).  For Indigenous 
Peoples in Canada, i t  has been a lengthy process to which respec t for and protec t ion 
of knowledge through OC AP® (Ownership,  Control ,  Access,  and Possession) pr inciples 
have been recognized (F irs t  Nations Information Governance Centre,  2024).  However, 
though recognized as v i tal  when doing research within and alongside Indigenous 
communit ies ,  OC AP® principles are of ten di f f icult  to apply in numerous contex ts. 
For example,  in a projec t such as Substance Drug Checking, data i l luminated through 
drug checking currently resides within the academic inst i tut ional  set t ing,  rather than 
within the communit y i t  comes from (Erb & Li t t lechild,  2022).  Similar ly,  this could be 
an issue within F irs t  Nations where there are conf l ic ts around who governs and has 
access to data of communit y members,  as well  as who approves research ac t iv i t ies i f  a 
communit y has not implemented i ts own research ethics protocols .  Regardless of i f  an 
Indigenous Nation or communit y has developed their  own ethical  research processes, 
each culture maintains their  own tradit ional  prac t ices around holding, accessing, and 
protec t ing knowledge. Prov iding pathways towards research capacit y and agenc y, 
while ensuring that ethical  protocols of a speci f ic  cultural  contex t are fol lowed, is  an 
impor tant considerat ion regarding any form of research, including data collec t ion and 
program evaluat ion within drug checking. 

Indigenous Peoples have an intr insic r ight to sel f- determination based upon our 
continuous relat ionships with the lands,  waters,  sk ies,  and cosmos we inhabit ,  and 
there is  a fundamental  need to (re)asser t and (re)claim our inherent r ights to our own 
data as sovereign enti t ies pre - dating colonial  powers (Kukutai  & Tay lor,  2016).  In the 
contex t of drug checking within and alongside Indigenous communit ies ,  enac t ing 
genuine data sovereignt y must involve suppor t ing people to control  and manage 
decisions about al l  knowledge related to their  substance use and harm reduc t ion 
init iat ives,  including indiv idual and collec t ive results ,  information on drug trends 
within the communit y,  and the direc t ref lec t ions and experiences of those accessing 
i ts ser v ices.  The protec t ion of sacred, tradit ional ,  and cultural  knowledge is also a 
central  component of this work ,  as for Indigenous Peoples,  our wisdoms have been 
appropriated, misused, and colonized using research data.  A lthough drug checking 
on i ts sur face does not currently include these knowledges,  in our advocac y to al ign 
with Indigenous harm reduc t ion and cultural ly speci f ic  processes ( i f  applicable) , 
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we must consider protocols to ensure ethical  s tewardship of wisdoms, s tor ies,  and 
perspec t ives should they be shared alongside quantitat ive drug checking data,  so 
they are protec ted from outside exploitat ion.  V i tal ly,  concepts of OC AP® as t ied to 
protec t ing Indigenous knowledge are largely placed within the contex t of managing, 
keeping, and destroy ing data and maintaining conf idential i t y ;  however,  these 
considerat ions must go deeper in that they push drug checkers to recognize and 
determine which knowledges should be shared and which ones should be kept from 
inst i tut ional  and wider public set t ings – remaining in the hear ts ,  minds,  and spir i ts 
of communit ies.  In the end, this involves a respec t for Nation and communit y speci f ic 
cultural  research protocols and ethical  prac t ices,  which acknowledges jur isdic t ional 
power over procedures and pr ior i t ies that guide drug checking projec ts .

The exac t ways in which data sovereignt y can be enac ted wil l  di f fer within each 
communit y according to their  cultural  tradit ions and protocols .  However,  as drug 
checking data is  t ypical ly used by heath bodies without the consent or col laborat ion 
of the communit y members accessing i ts ser v ices,  preventing drug checking from 
being used as a medical  dev ice,  which is  connec ted to deeply painful  his tor ies and 
continued prac t ices,  is  essential .  Drug checking processes and prac t ices should 
consciously and proac t ively ensure i t  does not continue mistrust ful  research 
prac t ices of data ex trac t ion, appropriat ion of Indigenous knowledges,  inequitable 
power relat ions,  and lack of meaningful  consent and ownership,  both indiv idually 
and collec t ively (Ermine, et  al . ,  2004).  To resis t  against this ,  drug checking projec ts 
must pursue unique ways for ser v ice users to be s tewards of their  own data and 
control  their  usage. Ult imately,  fur ther research into ethical ly and morally just 
data s tewardship and sovereignt y within the contex t of drug checking must be 
meaningfully done so that barr iers and challenges associated with i t  can be broken 
down.

d. Gathering
Moving on to gathering wî hkask wa, we recognize that how  we prac t ice collec t ing the 
grass is  just as impor tant as what ult imately becomes of the medicine once har vested. 
This process is  mult i - dimensional and (w)holis t ic  in nature and requires that we know 
what to look for,  as told to us through the wisdoms of Elders,  Knowledge Keepers, 
and those with l ived experience.  V isually,  we must be aware that wî hkask wa is dis t inc t 
from other grasses on the plains;  reddish-purple on the bot tom, i t  does not have 
many shoots coming from its pr imar y s tem (unlike something l ike hay) ,  which is  within 
an encasement connec ted to the ground. A s spoken to within the protocols  sec t ion,  we 
must be conscious to never pull  f rom the root ,  and we should not selec t grass which is 
too close to each other and only take what is  truly needed. A s explained, tobacco is  to 
be given before taking the grass from the ear th,  which should be done in ways which 
fol low the ethical  protocols of the local  terr i tor ies we are upon. Of ten, we pray while 
gi f t ing tobacco as well  as during the ac t of gathering i tsel f,  and this is  also a t ime 
where we can speak with the plant ,  tel l  i t  what i t  wil l  be used for,  and to give thanks 
for the medicine i t  wil l  prov ide for our selves and communit ies.  Moreover,  gathering 
wî hkask wa requires that we consider whether to go out onto the land to gather 
alone or with others within our communit y.  Each option has i ts own benef i ts for our 
wellness;  for example,  i f  going alone, we become personally c lose with the spir i t 
of  the grass,  speaking to i t  as we speak with ourselves.  When har vest ing alongside 
others,  a whole communal event of ten takes place where food is brought ,  s tor ies 
are shared, and laughs are heard. The pr imar y point is  that both ways of gathering 
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An FTIR and technician,  alongside a smudging bowl,  used at  Substance’s  f irst-held Indigenous 
drug checking event at  a support ive housing bui lding.  Staff  took t ime to smudge before the event 
began, and i t  was offered to any of  those accessing services who requested i t .

medicines are val id,  healing,  and necessar y in their  own ways;  yet ,  deciding which way 
to gather requires a deep considerat ion of our own unique needs for wellness. 

i. Tailoring and (Re)conceptualizing Drug Checking Methods 

In my deliberat ions on possible Indigenous approaches to drug checking, I  think of 
how the process of gathering wî hkask wa is ak in to the methodological  approaches 
taken to gather knowledge about the substances tested and people ’s personal 
experiences with them. Fundamentally,  this connec t ion br ings up considerat ions 
around what information we seek out ,  and the ac t ions we take to locate this 
knowledge through drug checking technologies and other methods.  A s with gathering 
wî hkask wa, i t  is  impor tant that we consider which methods to use in the unique 
contex ts and environments we are in,  so they al ign with our communit y ’s  dis t inc t 
cultural  prac t ices for helping and healing.  In our journey towards ethical ,  social ly 
just ,  and decolonial  drug checking, we must ask our communit ies which methods feels 
the most comfor table to them, including explor ing possible var iat ions in the ways 
they are prac t iced. 

Drug checking technologies most of ten used, such as Fourier-Transform InfraRed 
Spec trometers (F T IRs)  and fentanyl  test s tr ips,  hold their  own standard operat ing 
procedures which must generally be unchanging to work ef fec t ively ;  however, 
possibi l i t ies for tai lor ing how those procedures are conceptualized, considered, 
and implemented to meet the speci f ic  needs of di f ferent Indigenous communit ies , 
including in ways which ref lec t local  knowledge systems, languages,  and contex ts , 
could be explored. A s drug checking technologies consis tently evolve and grow to 
bet ter meet the needs of those using their  ser v ices,  oppor tunit ies for customizat ion 
designed by and for Indigenous communit ies cannot be lef t  out .  Fur ther,  while our 
use of technologies tel ls  us knowledge which is  widely considered uncoverable by 
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other means,  l ike the speci f ic  chemical  makeup of a substance,  by themselves they 
are an insuf f ic ient piece of the entire drug checking process.  Gathering information 
on a substance through drug checking must go beyond i l luminating their  chemical 
composit ion;  rather,  we must ut i l ize mult iple forms of knowledge gathering, 
including methods innate to our cultural  prac t ices of sharing wisdom and the 
dis t inc t environments we are in.  Fundamentally,  this is  the essence of Indigenous 
methodologies for knowledge i l lumination, and examples of ways that other drug 
checking wisdom could be gathered include through talk ing and s tor y tel l ing circles, 
or while engaging in cultural  ac t iv i t ies l ike blanket making, beading, and cedar bark 
weaving. Using these methods for gathering knowledge, drug checking can also be 
s trengthened by addit ional  forms of ser v ice user wisdom, potential ly including, for 
example,  those brought to l ight through dreams (Rowe, 2014).  When combined with 
the prescr ipt ive information i l luminated through drug checking technologies,  our 
data becomes enriched within a (w)holis t ic  worldv iew. Essential ly,  we gain knowledge 
through the universe surrounding us in numerous ways,  and we must use both those 
which are deemed ‘empir ical ’  and ‘non- empir ical ’  forms of wisdom ( Wilson, 2008). 
To me, this is  the essence of what Mi ’kmaq Elders,  A lber t and Murdena Marshall , 
cal l  Two -Eyed Seeing ( Wright ,  et  al . ,  2019).  Within our emerging frameworks and 
approaches for decolonial ,  Indigenous centered drug checking, we must apply the 
best prac t ices of both Indigenous and non-Indigenous worlds and knowledge systems. 
Drug checking methods and the t ype of data t ypical ly col lec ted are dr iven only by 
Western scienti f ic  interests for knowledge produc tion; therefore,  i t  wil l  be impor tant 
for drug checking programs to consider how to ut i l ize methods that honour the dual 
wisdoms inherent within Indigenous and non-Indigenous approaches.

Gathering knowledge through drug checking can and should take many forms, 
by which our use of technologies or direc t ser v ice user exper t ise cannot occur in 
isolat ion.  Just as gathering wî hkask wa can happen collec t ively,  i t  is  possible to make 
drug checking a communal experience,  where each person ’s voice surrounding i ts 
ser v ices are valued, respec ted, and centered. A s discussed prev iously,  many of these 
instruments were not or iginally developed for harm reduc t ion, and are/were instead 
used to penalize,  cr iminalize,  and s t igmatize people who use drugs;  as such, I  see 
using them in new ways and contex ts as an ac t of resis tance against the inherent 
v iolence of the war on drugs.  In this way,  these technologies are ult imately great ly 
inf luenced by how they are used and for what purpose – al l  of  which should be led by 
those within and surrounding i ts ser v ices.  To ensure these technologies are used in 
ways which recognize the (w)holis t ic  requirements needed for our communit ies to be 
well ,  drug checking programs must involve those that possess and can prac t ice these 
di f ferent ways of being, knowing, and doing. With this inclusion, drug checking teams, 
and indeed whole communit ies ,  can (re)evaluate and (re)conceptualize the unique 
relat ionships held with these technologies and methods.  

ii. Considerations of Spirit within Drug Checking

Par t of my ref lec t ions surrounding drug checking have come from my own personal 
experiences using spec trometers within unique and diverse environments,  as well 
as working alongside the technicians that operate them. Within these spaces,  I  have 
thought about the spir i ts contained within and around the mater ials we use to reduce 
harm; speci f ical ly,  recognizing, l is tening to,  and honouring those which are embedded 
within the technologies we use to drug check .  Many within the dominantly posit iv is t 
dr iven, Eurocentr ic societ y conceptualize machines,  such as spec trometers used for 
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drug checking, as inanimate objec ts designed only for us to ex trac t knowledge from 
them (Franklin,  1990).  However,  through a nêhiyaw worldv iew, for example,  any thing 
that is  par t of our collec t ive cosmos holds i ts own spir i t ,  containing dis t inc t wisdoms 
embedded within i t .  When recording a conversat ion and including technology within 
his research, Wilson (2008) shares:  “ This machine here is  made from mother ear th. 
It  has a spir i t  of  i t s  own. This spir i t  probably hasn ’ t  been recognized, and given the 
r ight respec t that i t  should.  When we work in a world of automated things,  we forget 
that…ever y thing is  sacred, and that includes what we make” (pg.  90) .  Fundamentally, 
ever y thing holds spir i t ,  even those ‘objec ts ’  which may seem less ‘natural ’  –  in our 
ways,  al l  that exis ts and can be imagined is al ive and contains information and 
teachings,  which in turn inf luence the relat ionships we hold with them. 

This perspec t ive has also been elucidated in other ways,  as discussed by Betsos,  et 
al .  (2022) ,  where drug checking technologies l ike spec trometers and test s tr ips ac t 
as their  own non-human agents within drug checking spaces,  which then inf luence 
how people using them think about ,  conceptualize,  and relate to the substances 
they check .  Indeed, a spec trometer i tsel f  can also be theorized as a dev ice which 
enables the spir i ts of a substance to be seen, with the word ‘spec trum’ or ‘ spec tra ’ 
v isible through i ts process,  der ived from the concept of a spec tre,  ghost ,  or spir i t .  A 
Spec trometer,  then, can be (re)conceptualized as a door way to another dimension or 
universe,  which al lows us to see that which is  not v isible within ever yday ac t iv i t ies. 
Ult imately,  these mater ials and machines are s t i l l  a par t of our world;  their  atoms 
come from the same places we as human beings do – we al l  come from the s tars of 
our cosmos, and therefore,  we are int imately interrelated and interdependent forever.  
Though I  feel  i t  to be impor tant to acknowledge and respec t the spir i ts embedded 
within drug checking technologies,  I  have also experienced the challenges associated 
with at tempting to do this in direc t prac t ice.  For example,  when using a spec trometer 
in a heavily used harm reduc t ion set t ing,  the constant use of the machine causes i ts 
energy to feel  chaotic .  This point is  highlighted within my personal journal  entr ies 
af ter coordinat ing and faci l i tat ing a communit y drug checking event : 

“ I  wanted to think about the essence of  the F T IR and about the spir i t  i t  might hold, 
and i t  did feel  chaot ic  because of  pressure and the need to provide resul t s  in a 
t imely manner.  The ways that we were tr y ing to slow down to and use the machine 
in a way that honours i t s  spir i t  was a chal lenge because the need from people 
accessing ser v ices is  so great…I ’m not yet  sure how to get around some of  these 
barriers /challenges that exis t  when i t  comes to operat ing the F T IR…ult imately,  to be 
able to do drug checking that al igns wi th Indigenous worldviews and approaches , 
the ver y basic foundation of  (w)holis t ic  suppor t  ( for ever yone involved,  including the 
machine)  needs to be there.”

This personal obser vat ion descr ibes how dif f icult  i t  is  to change the ways drug 
checking technologies are used given the unpredic table environments and social 
contex ts people are of ten in.  Cer tainly,  we are al l  l i v ing under the pressures brought 
about by colonial ism, including the ver y real  ef fec ts of drug prohibit ion and a 
persis tent disparit y of fundamental  human needs.  In this scenario,  there is  l i t t le 
winning for anyone – ser v ice users,  prov iders,  or the technology – and the pressure 
embedded within the entire process impac ts how we relate to,  access,  prac t ice,  or 
conceptualize drug checking. When the need for ser v ices l ike drug checking are great , 
there is  immense pressure to prov ide indiv iduals with their  results as quick ly as 
possible.  I  bel ieve this real i t y s tresses the need to ensure there are enough ser v ice 
prov iders always prac t ic ing drug checking, and that each person is given roles and 
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responsibi l i t ies unique to their  inherent gi f ts .  This is  in l ine with our tradit ional 
knowledges,  as each person within our communit ies had their  own roles to ensure 
the good health of the whole.  Though I  can learn to prac t ice the technical  aspec ts 
of drug checking, I  recognize that my role within this work is  more al igned with 
and s trengthened by cultural  planning, research, and relat ionship building. My own 
his tor y with western scienti f ic  values feels uncomfor table and has made i t  harder 
to prac t ice drug checking with the ease and speed i t  of ten demands. The Substance 
Drug Checking Projec t i t sel f  has an interdiscipl inar y team, consis t ing of those with 
gi f ts in social  work as well  as chemistr y,  public health,  and sof t ware development . 
Yet ,  to br ing this to a place where we can slow down, recognize and show respec t for 
the spir i tual  energy of the technologies we use,  and perhaps prac t ice other cultural ly 
speci f ic  methods of gathering drug checking knowledge, requires that we ensure 
there are an appropriate amount of drug checkers at one t ime, that our drug checking 
teams include people with mult iple di f ferent and complementar y gi f ts ,  and that 
there is  space to acknowledge the of ten heav y emotions that of ten accompany the 
environments we prac t ice within.  

iii. Drug checking as a Site of (Re)connection, Culture, and Ceremony

Beyond the technologies used to drug check ,  I  have of ten thought about the spir i ts 
of those which exis t  al l  around us when we do this work and the ways that we should 
honour them, as we also honour those who access our ser v ices.  During one outreach 
drug checking event I  held within a suppor t ive housing building, I  could feel  intense 
gr ief  and loss surrounding me as soon as I  walked into the space,  which was cer tainly 
reinforced through the s tor ies people accessing the ser v ice shared with me. This 
was an echo to my own experiences working in housing; the profound sadness which 
envelopes the spaces that many people l ive,  love,  and die in is  di f f icult  to (re)process, 
par t icular ly for those of us who have been closely connec ted to them. To me, this 
highlights the impor tance of infusing culture and ceremony alongside harm reduc t ion 
prac t ices l ike drug checking; fundamentally,  going beyond test ing substances and 
center ing (w)holis t ic  wellness and healing by of fer ing access to other suppor ts , 
especial ly those which are cultural  and spir i tual ,  within the same spaces as drug 
checking, can be a v i tal  l i fel ine for both people and the spir i ts of our communit y 
members who have been lost . 

At the core of Indigenous harm reduc t ion l ies i t s  s trengths of (re)connec t ion to 
culture and ceremony; throughout my prac t ice experiences within drug checking, 
I  have considered deeply the need to ent wine these elements direc t ly alongside 
ser v ices.  One of the ways I  have done this is  by prov iding plant-based medicines to 
ser v ice users within the same environments drug checking takes place,  including to -
go smudge k its ful l  of  sage, wî hkask wa, cedar,  loose tobacco, shells ,  and matches. 
An impor tant par t of my own preparat ional  wellness,  as spoken to prev iously,  has 
involved the ac t ions of gathering these medicines and put t ing them together in 
easi ly accessible packages for on-the- go. Of course,  of fer ing plant-based medicines 
is  only one example of suppor t ing those who access drug checking; crucial ly,  we 
must also prov ide pathways to (re)connec t ion with selves and each other by of fer ing 
spaces to connec t with Elders and Knowledge Keepers,  land-based healing,  tradit ional 
languages,  and ceremony, regardless of where an indiv idual is  at  within their 
substance use and/or healing journey (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness, 
2018; Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and 
Development ,  2019; F irs t  Nations Health Authorit y,  2023).  These should not only be 
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suppor t ive for those accessing 
and providing ser v ices but 
should also be nourishing to 
the spir i ts surrounding us and 
the spaces i tsel f.  Indeed, there 
is  of ten no acknowledgment of 
those who have passed away in 
these spaces,  which makes i t 
appear as though these l ives did 
not mat ter and disconnec ts us 
from each other and the world 
around us.  Consequently,  I  deem 
it  impor tant to give an of fer ing 
of tobacco to the space where so 
many of our k in and communit y 
have passed away due to unjust 
drug polic ies and regulat ions, 
and to engage in ceremonies 
that help both those of the 
l iv ing and of the spir i t  world 
receive closure. 

During these outreach events,  another considerat ion I  had connec ts to how the 
ver y spir i t  of  drug checking i tsel f,  and i ts methods used, can be potential ly (re)
conceptualized in the contex t of our tradit ional  prac t ices.  For example,  through the 
cultural  teachings I  know, I  env ision a spec trometer as i f  i t  were an animal which 
our ancestors would pat iently obser ve on the land. A s I  have shared, I  was taught 
that animals have always shown us the wisdom we need to know. A longside the spir i t 
world,  the animal world has demonstrated to us which plants have been safe to 
consume -  we have always used and respec ted their  guidance, and I  bel ieve that drug 
checking technologies can be contemplated through this lens.  A s i l luminated through 
another por t ion of my prac t ice journal: 

“ I  connec t the machine to as i f  we were watching animals consume and not consume 
cer tain plants on the land,  because they have always been our teachers and guides 
in many ways to show us what is  ‘ safe ’  and what is  not ,  and I  think drug checking 
could k ind of  be thought of  in the same way…I wonder,  how have we always 
prac t iced what is  now cal led ‘drug checking? ’ ”

Drug checking technologies,  though human-made, are a par t of our world,  and 
can be (re)al igned with the ways that we prac t iced “drug checking” pr ior to the 
current technologies available now. I  recognize that i l l ic i t  substances are also widely 
perceived as ‘unnatural ’ ;  however,  i f  we understand that even machiner y holds a spir i t 
according to our knowledge systems, as ever y thing within the cosmos does,  then we 
may consider that substances hold their  own spir i ts as well .  Through spec tra analysis , 
drug checking instruments can permit the molecules to communicate with us,  sending 
us messages and information from a spatial  env ironment we cannot readily perceive, 
yet are int imately a par t of.  In these impor tant ways,  I  feel  that communit ies seeking 
to engage with drug checking ser v ices must hold communit y conversat ions and 
carefully consider how we can be at tentive to the spir i ts and wisdoms embedded 
within drug checking technologies,  and that we evaluate our relat ionships to them 
– what do/can they mean to us? How do they al ign with our tradit ional  and cultural 

A medicine package,  with label ,  avai lable at  Substance’s 
Truth and Reconci l iat ion Day drop-in art  event.  Photo 
credit :  Lea Gozdzialski  for Substance Drug Checking.
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knowledge on consuming any mater ial  or medicines from the land? What were our 
tradit ional  methods for “drug checking”;  i .e. ,  how did we gather knowledge on and 
determine which plants were safe to consume? In many contex ts ,  these knowledges 
would come from pray ing and ceremony, and in others,  they would come from our 
obser vat ions of the cosmos around us.  Ult imately,  these are quest ions that each 
Indigenous Nation, communit y,  and organizat ion must ask and answer themselves 
based upon the sacred wisdom embedded within their  cultural  prac t ices,  languages, 
and knowledge systems. So of ten, our knowledges and prac t ices have been colonized 
and given a new face,  where an ac t ion l ike “drug checking” becomes a new term for 
prac t ices we have long since held within our communit ies. 

A s we consider how drug checking can move beyond gathering only the information 
of substances using the var ious technologies we have,  we must keep in mind that 
Indigenous harm reduc t ion is  not merely a set of prac t ices to be fol lowed; rather, 
i t  is  a way of l i fe which recognizes the interconnec t ion and interdependenc y of the 
natural ,  spir i tual ,  and social /human world (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & 
Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019).  Transcending i ts pr imar y 
purpose of test ing substances means that we can also at tend to the (w)holis t ic 
wellness of al l  those involved in i ts ser v ices direc t ly alongside drug checking 
prac t ices,  and data collec ted on the substance and the technologies used to test them 
are not the only knowledge gathering ac t iv i t ies that happen when engaging in drug 
checking. Indiv iduals own bodily and l ived experiences,  perspec t ives,  and s tor ies of 
the substances they take are also knowledges which are exchanged bet ween ser v ice 
users and providers.  In collec t ing al l  these knowledges,  i t  is  impor tant that we 
consider how to prov ide a genuinely relevant ,  safe,  and nur tur ing space for people to 
share their  wisdoms with us i f  they want to,  including both their  wisdom around the 
substances they use or just their  l ives in general  over a meal and tea.  This can involve 
making space and t ime for occurrences l ike s tor y tel l ing circles bet ween ser v ice users 
and providers,  one on one conversat ions,  and communal feast ings. 

In considering drug checking as a potential  pathway towards sel f- direc ted wellness, 
there can not only be an infusion of cultural  suppor ts ,  relat ionship building, and 
ceremony alongside i ts ser v ices,  but impor tantly,  i t  could also be (re)conceptualized 
as i ts own ceremony in and of i t sel f.  Fundamentally,  drug checking involves fol lowing 
a speci f ic  set of procedures,  r i tuals ,  and instruc t ions,  and i f  the technologies we 
use for drug checking hold their  own spir i ts and wisdoms, then the process i tsel f 
of  drug checking holds this same signif icance as well .  If  done in ways that diverge 
from mainstream colonial  conceptions,  drug checking can be thought of as a 
ceremonial  prac t ice,  where communit y members gather in communal spaces,  and 
can create experiences of social  belonging, emotional ,  mental ,  physical ,  and spir i tual 
mutual suppor t ,  and decreased senses of sel f-s t igma. Just l ike engaging in cultural 
ceremonies al lows us to (re) learn prac t ices to be passed on to the nex t generat ions, 
there can be oppor tunit ies in drug checking to prov ide teachings that ser v ice users 
can then of fer to others within their  communit ies ,  thereby creat ing systems of 
communit y care,  sel f- identi f ied safet y,  and wellbeing. L ike our cultural  ceremonies 
which maintained continuit y despite their  cr iminalizat ion through genocidal  polic ies , 
communit y care through drug checking is  resis tance against a social  c l imate that 
aims to punish and dominate people who use drugs.  (Re)conceptualized in these ways, 
drug checking can faci l i tate get t ing to know ourselves bet ter by making v isible the 
methods we use to reduce the harms in our l ives.
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e. Braiding
Once we have gathered the 
wî hkask wa that we need, we 
transform it  into fur ther forms 
of medicine for our indiv idual 
and collec t ive healing through 
the ac t of braiding i t  into 
three sec t ions.  To do this ,  we 
must consider how, why, and 
where we braid,  what teachings 
become embedded within i ts 
three sec t ions,  and the ways in 
which we make meaning of the 
process and our experiences.  To 
begin with,  wî hkask wa should 
generally be braided relat ively 
soon af ter i t  is  har vested as i t 
can become too br i t t le and may 
be harder to braid i f  lef t  too 
long. In this way,  we ourselves 
are accountable to the grass and 
must show i t  great care i f  we are 
to translate i t  into our use for 
medicine.  Braiding wî hkask wa 
can be done out on the land in 
the tradit ional  way,  though i t  is 
not a necessit y i f  that is  not a possibi l i t y ;  impor tantly,  this is  meant to be an inclusive 
prac t ice.  If  there is  an abundance of grass,  some braid while i t  is  s t i l l  connec ted to 
the ear th.  Tradit ionally,  the end of the braid can also go in our mouths,  which keeps 
i t  held while braiding i t  and al lows for a closer connec t ion with i ts spir i t ;  others braid 
using t wo people – one to hold and one to weave. Through any way we engage in this 
process,  we are deeply connec t ing with ourselves,  our plant relat ions,  and the ear th. 

Throughout this prac t ice,  prayers embed themselves within the grass,  and once 
f inished, the three s trands of the braid hold teachings for us to l ive well;  cer tainly, 
this ac t is  how we make meaning of the braid.  Last ly,  when burned, our braids are 
then used as medicine for sending our prayers up to our ancestors into the spir i t 
world – i t  also grounds us and al lows us to ‘ re -member ’  the knowledge within us, 
and in this way,  we can receive l i fe teachings from our ancestors that al low us to 
heal  ourselves.  This ent ire process is  a reciprocal  and respec t ful  one which ent wines 
ceremony, protocol ,  and ancestral  connec t ion throughout i t .  Indeed, braided 
wî hkask wa when burned is our pathway to send prayers to our ancestors into the 
spir i t  world;  i t  grounds us and evokes our knowledges within – reminding us of who 
we are,  where we come from, and our intergenerat ional  resi l iencies.

i. Centering Indigenous Methodologies within Meaning Making

 In the same ways we make meaning of wî hkask wa through the knowledges 
entrenched within gathering and braiding i t ,  we also make meaning of the 
knowledges/data we have uncovered through the s tor ies of those who access drug 

Plant medicines,  including sweetgrass braids,  sage,  cedar, 
and tobacco,  avai lable to Indigenous tenants alongside 
Substance’s  f irst-held Indigenous drug checking event at  a 
support ive housing bui lding.  Bundles were made with these 
medicines,  along with shel ls  col lected local ly  and small 
tobacco t ies,  and gifted to those accessing or connecting 
with drug checking services. 
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checking ser v ices,  and of the wisdom which is  i l luminated and encoded within the 
substances themselves.  To me, drug checking is  inherently as much a harm reduc t ion 
prac t ice as i t  is  a research ac t iv i t y,  where knowledge is gathered, i l luminated, and 
analy zed, of which the lat ter can be thought of as “meaning making” (Absolon, 2011). 
Within drug checking, how drug data is  analy zed, what meanings we ascr ibe to i t ,  and 
how those meanings/results are shared depend heavily on who is doing i t ,  where their 
l ived experiences are rooted from, and for what purposes they ser ve. 

A s a harm reduc t ion method, drug checking involves analy zing substances to 
uncover their  chemical  composit ion and concentrat ion so those who use them 
can then make informed choices for themselves,  both before and af ter use.  This 
ult imately honours autonomy and sel f- determination, in that i t  al lows indiv iduals 
choice and shines a l ight on the personal harm reduc t ion methods they feel  they want 
or need to take.  Trends and insight into local  drug supplies and ‘new ’ and emerging 
substances can also be learned through drug checking, and monitor ing such trends 
within communit y al lows harm reduc t ion and public health organizat ions to share 
drug ‘aler ts ’  or ‘ warnings ’  about the current supply (Rose,  et  al . ,  2023).  Moreover, 
there is  potential  for understanding possible behavioural  pat terns,  including level 
of  awareness and reduced frequenc y of overdose and other harms. Though of ten 
overlooked, there is  also potential  for a deeper understanding of the socio - cultural 
systems which inf luence how people access and experience drug checking, and how 
they experience harms as a direc t result  of  s truc tural  inequit ies ,  cr iminalizat ion, 
marginalizat ion,  and oppression ( Wallace,  et  al . ,  2021). 

There are di f ferent intersec t ions of ideologies and posit ions involved within drug 
checking, as discussed by Betsos,  et  al .  (2022) ,  and how we analy ze drug checking 
results and share them within communit y di f fers based upon the epis temologies, 
societal  locat ions and l ived experiences that we hold.  When an indiv idual gets their 
substance(s)  analy zed, there is  a conversat ion bet ween ser v ice user and provider, 
where knowledge such as beliefs about what the substance is  and/or how i t  fel t  are 
shared and collec ted. From there,  these substances are examined using technologies, 
where workers,  t ypical ly a mix of scienti f ical ly trained technicians with a background 
in formal chemistr y and ‘PEERS’  or peoples with l ived/ l iv ing experience with a 
background in harm reduc t ion, of ten work in unison to ful ly analy ze the data and 
determine their  composit ion,  and provide results back to the indiv idual (Betsos,  et 
al . ,  2022).  A l though experiential  and l ived knowledge, such as perspec t ives on what 
a substance is  thought to be or how i t  fel t ,  is  an impor tant component of the overall 
drug checking process,  i t  is  of ten not as highly valued as quantitat ive data within 
Eurocentr ic-based scienti f ic  projec ts .  Fundamentally,  white supremacis t  ideology 
si tuates western knowledge systems as dominant ,  more val id and ‘objec t ive ’,  which 
diminishes or ignores Indigenous ways of being, knowing, and doing ( Wilson, 2008). 
Conversely,  when taking an Indigenous methodological  approach and cultural  lens 
to drug checking research, such as the autoethnographic and nêhiyaw centered 
framework of this writ ing,  we see how both quali tat ive and quantitat ive knowledge 
can be analysed and interpreted through Indigenous values and voices ( Yunkapor ta & 
Moodie,  2021). 

Within Indigenous contex ts ,  research can be a ceremonial  and spir i tual  ac t , 
center ing and infusing tradit ional  knowledges,  worldv iews, and prac t ices into the 
data analysis/meaning-making process (Absolon, 2011; Wilson, 2008).  A s referred to 
prev iously,  i t  is  also v i tal  to recognize that the term ‘research ’  is  inex tr icably t ied 
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to colonial  ideals of dishonest y,  ex trac t ion, imperial ism, and domination, as our 
experiences within western research have caused fur ther trauma and l i t t le to no 
benef i t  for our communit ies (Smith,  1998).  Taking a decolonial  approach to research 
processes,  including how communit y members themselves make meaning of the data, 
al lows us to (re)connec t back to the ancestral  ways that our peoples have always 
done ‘research ’.  A s Kovach (2009) shares,  our ancestors shared s tor ies and teachings 
about their  experiences,  passed on oral ly – obser v ing pat terns and behaviours, 
within both the natural  world and the sel f,  and making sense of these obser vat ions 
in contex t-speci f ic  ways.  Most of ten, Knowledge Keepers were (and unquest ionably 
st i l l  are)  the ones who held and passed these teachings on to others,  of  which the 
wisdom was then carr ied on by others within the communit y,  ul t imately al lowing for 
cultural  continuit y.  These wisdoms are not generalizable,  in that they di f fer according 
to each cultural  and relat ional  contex t in which they are shared (Kovach, 2009).  This 
means that the knowledges uncovered through ‘research ’,  and the meanings ascr ibed 
to them, are f luid,  shapeshif t ing,  and evolve depending on who is sharing, how i t  is 
being shared, and who i t  is  being shared to;  cer tainly,  this is  a par t of the scienti f ic 
process according to Indigenous Peoples. 

In our continued v isions for Indigenous drug checking data approaches, 
honouring these ways of doing and knowing within our communit ies can involve 
ensuring a deep collaborat ion bet ween Knowledge Keepers,  those with l ived/ l iv ing 
experience of substance use,  and the ser v ice prov iders who prac t ice drug checking 
in the interpretat ion of knowledge/data in ways that ref lec t cultural ly speci f ic 
understandings,  values,  and contex ts.  When drug checking prov ides communit y 
aggregate repor ts ,  this co - creat ion of knowledge and collec t ive analyses alongside 
those with cultural  and l ived exper t ise also suppor ts the movement for sovereignt y 
and ownership over not only the data i tsel f,  but also that of the entire drug checking 
process.  Whatever the contex t in which drug checking data analysis occurs,  using 
cultural ly speci f ic  methods can aver t misinterpretat ions and ensure that the results 
genuinely ref lec t the communit y ’s  perspec t ives and experiences (L ipscombe et al . , 
2021).  Moreover,  col lec t ive and one- on- one meaning making al lows us to deeply 
understand the themes within par t ic ipants ’  perspec t ives and experiences as they 
intend them, address power imbalances inherent within the ser v ice user-prov ider 
relat ionship,  and honour which knowledges should be widely shared, and which ones 
belong only within our hear ts ,  spir i ts ,  and communit ies. 

It  is  too of ten that our traumas as Indigenous Peoples are fet ishized, and despite 
the healing that occurs in sharing our experiences of both pain and resi l ience,  not 
al l  knowledges are meant to be shared with those who could seek to colonize our 
intel l igences ( Tuck & Yang, 2014).  V i tal ly,  this col lec t ive meaning making centers 
healing rather than ‘creat ing ’  knowledge to be ‘used, ’  and suppor ts the r ight ful 
ownership of the knowledges we need as indiv iduals and communit ies to understand, 
(re)claim, (re)v i tal ize,  and resis t  colonial  oppression. Though these approaches may be 
more easi ly prac t iced within a quali tat ive,  experiential  knowledge-based contex t ,  how 
can these processes take place within a quantitat ive format ,  such as those around the 
chemical  composit ion of a substance,  which is  seen as s tat ic and concrete? 
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ii. Forms of Knowledge 

Interconnec ted within the 
process by which drug 
checking data is  analy zed, 
the presentat ion of these 
meanings should also be 
given considerable thought 
within Indigenous contex ts. 
Drug checking results are 
t ypical ly presented through 
both indiv idual and aggregate 
communit y repor ts;  connec ted 
to the technologies used, 
these results tend to pr iv i lege 
Eurocentr ic-based scienti f ic 
ev idence and quantitat ive/
s tat is t ical  data which largely 
devalue l ived experiences, 
mult iple ways of knowing, and 
dif ferent real i t ies.  Though 
these data are useful ,  they do 
not tel l  a complete s tor y,  and 
there are potential  issues with 
both their  use as a tool  of  oppression for colonial ly rooted interests ,  as well  as with 
communit y understandabil i t y.  F irs t ly,  Indigenous Peoples have been hyper-sur veil led 
and over- coded within research, whereby our ways of being, knowing, doing, and 
feel ing have been quanti f ied and changed in ways that do not truly benef i t  or respec t 
our communit ies ,  and has indeed been used as a form of social  control  ( Tuck & Yang, 
2014).  This approach continues to be used by most public health systems to s t igmatize 
and ult imately deter the communit y away from specif ic  substances which are deemed 
to be ‘dangerous.’  Undoubtedly,  this par t icular use of drug checking knowledge 
is of ten shown in a way which leaves out communit y members ’  experiential  and 
embodied knowledge on the substances they consume, including how the substance(s) 
fel t ,  what they were thought to be,  and whether they consider speci f ic  substances 
to have harmful ef fec ts on their  own; essential ly,  disregarding the ways that people 
who use drugs co -produce drug checking data alongside drug checkers (Betsos,  et  al . , 
2022).  Moreover,  this also ser ves to disregard the vast number of harms that come 
direc t ly from the cr iminalizat ion,  s t igmatizat ion, and colonial  v iolence surrounding 
i l l ic i t  drugs – instead, focusing on indiv idualized behaviours and pathology. 

A s a decolonial  al ternative to this approach, drug checking can instead meaningfully 
make space to ask of those who use i ts ser v ices:  how did you feel  when taking this 
substance? How did you experience the world around you? Addit ionally,  how do 
these experiences al ign with what you perceive the substance to be? Unregulated 
substances are rarely ever descr ibed in ways that could possibly be benef icial  and 
useful  to those who use them. In my own experience of drug use,  there was always 
a reason why I  engaged with cer tain substances,  and what was impor tant to me was 
how i t  made me feel;  basical ly,  what ef fec ts did i t  have on my mind, body,  and spir i t , 
how has i t  di f fered from other occasions where I  have consumed i t ,  and how does 
this ult imately f i t  within my own wellness desires? It  is  when we are val idated in 

The l i terature and resource wal l  at  the Substance Drug 
Checking storefront.  Photo Credit :  Ava Margolese.
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these feel ings that we can bet ter prac t ice our own dis t inc t methods of personal and 
relat ional  harm reduc t ion. To me, these forms of knowledge cannot be understated 
within drug checking, as i t  is  these communit y embedded wisdoms that ,  when shared 
in dis tr ibuted results and repor ts ,  help to val idate not only our experiences,  but also 
promote the inherent s trengths each of us hold to know what is  best for us;  each 
one of us is  walk ing a pathway of wellness and healing,  regardless of i f  i t  appears 
di f ferent from others,  and as drug checking ser v ice prov iders,  i t  is  necessar y that 
we honour this and work to understand how i l l ic i t  substance use can (or cannot)  f i t 
alongside these journeys.  L ike the process we take to braiding wî hkask wa, how we 
make meaning s tems direc t ly from our own knowledge systems – as spoken to many 
t imes throughout this writ ing,  gathering and braiding wî hkask wa requires that we 
are shown how to do i t  f rom those who hold knowledge, that we gain addit ional 
knowledge born from the ac t of experiencing i t  ourselves,  and that we look inward 
to our ancestral  wisdoms. Analy zing drug checking data then takes not only the 
information told to us through others,  but also requires the experiential ,  l i ved,  and 
embodied knowledge of those who use the substances being analy zed.  

Secondly,  the results of a substance are of ten prov ided using pharmaceutical  names 
which can present as more ‘ val id ’  but can also be potential ly confusing to understand, 
thereby possibly al ienating the many ways of knowing about and experiencing the 
ef fec ts of a substance.  While i t  is  cer tainly not my intention to say quantitat ive data 
or pharmaceutical  names should be completely lef t  out of drug checking results , 
i t  is  problematic to include only this information, par t icular ly without the direc t 
guidance of the communit ies in which i t  is  coming from. Indigenous worldv iews are 
not predicated on there being only one, singular truth,  as is  largely sol idi f ied through 
quantitat ive data;  rather,  there are mult iple truths and reali t ies ,  and each person 
who uses substances holds the exper t wisdom of their  own. Language is a large piece 
of this ,  and however communit y members label  and name an i l l ic i t  substance should 
be included within results and repor ts direc ted towards them. For example,  fentanyl 
on the s treet is  commonly cal led ‘down’  by those within the communit y,  and advisor y 
around this language should be sought .  Moreover,  just how we would prepare the 
spaces where drug checking occurs,  so too can we make considerat ions on the 
v isual  presentat ion of drug checking results and communit y repor ts so that they 
contain cultural ly relevant imager y and tradit ional  words within them. Just as there 
are di f ferences in the cultural ly speci f ic  ways wî hkask wa is gathered and braided, 
each Indigenous Nation, communit y,  and organizat ion could incorporate their  own 
cultural ly suppor t ive elements through results and repor ts ,  including dis t inc t ar t 
forms, tradit ional  languages,  plant-based knowledge, and ancestral  s tor ies so that 
they truly meet the cultural  relevance and understandabil i t y of the communit y.  In 
the end, how we present results and repor ts back to those who need i t  must include 
a deep and collaborat ive considerat ion of how i t  wil l  genuinely benef i t  the (w)
holis t ic  wellness of the communit y – encompassing needs connec ted to the social , 
cultural ,  relat ional ,  physical ,  emotional ,  and spir i tual  dimensions – which includes 
understanding how the data born out of the drug checking process,  and of the 
substances themselves,  impac ts al l  aspec ts of communit y l i fe and well -being. 

A s Wilson (2008) explains,  knowledge is seen as belonging to the cosmos of which 
we are a par t ,  where researchers are merely the interpreters of this knowledge. 
Through looking at drug checking knowledge/data through a decolonial ,  cultural ly (w)
holis t ic ,  and personal lens,  we come to understand how we interpret and analy ze drug 
checking wisdom is just as impor tant as the results given back to communit y.  In this 
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way, programs and ser v ices should consider how the results they prov ide val idate or 
invalidate indiv iduals and communit y ’s  ways of knowing and feel ing the substances 
they use,  and contemplate how to make v isible the honour,  respec t ,  and s trengths 
embedded within their  senses,  s tor ies,  and perspec t ives.  Essential ly,  analy zing the 
knowledge produced by the entire drug checking process in these ways can reframe 
drug checking as an ac t of knowledge exchange that redef ines not only the unique 
and of ten var ied relat ionships indiv iduals and communit ies have with drugs,  but most 
impor tantly,  also al lows people to take care of themselves and each other. 

 I  bel ieve we can ask ourselves these impor tant quest ions when considering how 
drug checking could look within our Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions:  How 
can we bet ter infuse and value experiential  and embodied knowledge into drug 
checking results ,  thereby moving away from a posit iv is t  and warning- centered 
approach, to one that bet ter centers the resi l ience and resis tance prac t ices of those 
who use i l l ic i t  substances? Similar ly,  what meanings are truly embedded within the 
results prov ided, and how are they impac ted, and indeed s trengthened, by peoples 
own l ived experiences with using a substance? Fur ther,  what meanings and teachings 
are embedded within the substances themselves,  and what benef i ts do they hold for 
a person ’s own wellness and healing journeys? Last ly,  what s tor ies and teachings 
are being woven throughout the drug checking process? A s we ascr ibe meaning to 
the three s trands of a braid of wî hkask wa, var y ing bet ween Nation, communit y,  and 
family,  so too should drug checking s tr ive to make meaning, understand, and present 
i ts data within each cultural  contex t i t  is  prac t iced within to ensure the impac ts of 
drug checking truly benef i t  the entire communit y in which i t  is  rooted from.  

Plant medicines,  shel ls ,  candy,  an FTIR,  and drug checking resources at  the Victoria Native 
Fr iendship Centre ’s  Annual 2SLGBTQIA+ Youth Gathering.
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f.  Giving Back
W î hkask wa braids are not only to be kept for ourselves;  when we f inish braiding, 
they are to be given away as gi f ts to al l  those who need them, and we pray for their 
wellbeing and that of al l  which surrounds them. In this way,  the values of reciprocit y, 
relat ionali t y,  and sharing are emphasized and put into prac t ice.  This medicine helps 
us to heal ,  which is  something we al l  deser ve and should have access to – whether we 
can get out onto the land ourselves or not .  When gif t ing braided wî hkask wa to others, 
i t  should be wrapped up to protec t i t ,  ei ther in cloth or t issue paper.  Many people 
wil l  keep their  braids in a cool ,  dark space to protec t and preser ve them; however, 
i t  is  also acceptable to keep wî hkask wa out so that i t s  scent emanates throughout 
the places we need them to be.  Wherever our braids l ive,  they are our k in and have 
sacr i f iced themselves for us to heal ,  and i t  is  impor tant that they be treated with the 
utmost respec t and honour.  For many reasons,  there may also be t imes where we do 
not burn our braids.  If  unused in this way,  we sometimes bur y i t  within the ground, 
returning i t  back to the land. In a deep and meaningful  way,  sharing our braids with 
others ult imately ensures a respec t for balance,  in that the benef i ts of this medicine 
are used not only for the wellness of indiv iduals ,  but also that of the collec t ive whole. 

i. Access to Culture, Elders, Land, and Lifegiving Resources

In many ways,  giv ing back  is  cumulat ive of the entire drug checking process – from the 
personal and relat ional  preparat ion pr ior to prac t ic ing drug checking, to the careful 
considerat ion of cultural ly speci f ic  protocols and ethics ,  to the ways that we gather 
the knowledge of substances through dif ferent technologies,  to what meanings we 
make of the data i l luminated throughout the drug checking process,  to f inal ly,  the 
ways in which we genuinely give back to the indiv iduals and communit ies that we walk 
alongside.  Going beyond checking i l l ic i t  substances means that we weave and braid 
(w)holis t ic  wellness,  resis tance and resi l ience,  decolonizat ion, and cultural ly speci f ic 
wisdom throughout i t .  In many ways,  giv ing back  can be conceptualized as ‘knowledge 
mobil isat ion ’  for healing and a decolonial  future. 

A s we v ision for how these teachings can al ign with drug checking programs and 
prac t ices,  we must ensure that what we are doing, throughout al l  levels ,  is  giv ing 
back to the peoples and communit ies from which something has been taken. A lthough 
ser v ice users receive a result  for the substances they check ,  they are also prov iding 
drug checking ser v ices with information around their  own wisdoms of the substances 
they br ing, which should be ut i l ized in ways that prov ide direc t benef i ts for both 
indiv iduals and the whole communit y.  Using mult iple pathways,  drug checking should 
place an emphasis on sharing wisdom, and suppor t ing peoples and communit ies in 
using those knowledges in ways that work to understand what wellness,  irrespec t ive 
of substance use,  looks l ike within each contex t i t  occurs in,  and then promote sel f-
direc ted healing,  (re)connec t ion, resi l ience,  and unique resis tance prac t ices for al l 
involved (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and 
Development ,  2019).  

Giving back  summarizes ear l ier thoughts,  which is  that drug checking should go 
beyond only giv ing the results of the drug supply through results and repor ts , 
prov iding harm reduc t ion tools and education, and of fer ing a non- judgmental 
space to engage with drug checking s taf f.  While these may seem central  to drug 
checking ser v ices,  we must addit ionally consider how to at tend to the entiret y of a 
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person ’s being of wellness – physical ,  emotional ,  mental ,  and spir i tual  -  including 
through gif t  giv ing of cultural  medicines,  food, spaces of safet y and comfor t ,  sel f-
care and essential  resources,  and ways to meaningfully fol low up personally to 
ensure indiv iduals ,  famil ies ,  and communit ies have al l  the tools they need to be 
well  wherever they are at along their  journey.  Impor tantly,  this also means ensuring 
all  those involved in drug checking have access to Elders and Knowledge Keepers, 
possibly within spaces direc t ly alongside ser v ices,  prov ided there is  s truc tural  and 
relat ional  safet y and suppor t for their  presence. 

For our communit ies ,  Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  and Language Holders are 
the l iv ing memories of our ancestors,  and the gi f ts they prov ide around cultural 
ceremonies,  languages,  teachings,  and the lands,  waters,  and cosmos to which we 
belong is a cr i t ical  l i fel ine for our peoples (Aboriginal  Coali t ion to End Homelessness, 
2018).  Combining drug checking ser v ices with programs that prov ide oppor tunit ies 
for ac t iv i t ies such as land-based healing and learning is an essential  element of 
giv ing back .  When we si t  with,  learn from, and l is ten to the wisdom and guidance of 
our Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  and Language Holders,  the seeds of (re)connec t ion, 
restorat ion, and healing become planted within our hear ts ,  minds,  and spir i ts . 

However,  i t  is  also impor tant to acknowledge and leave space for the fac t that there 
wil l  be var iances bet ween Indigenous Peoples ’  desire for cultural  and ceremonial 
suppor ts ,  and some indiv iduals and communit ies may connec t more with western 
forms of wellness.  Whichever ways our peoples feel  that they need to journey on 
the pathway to healing must ult imately be honoured and respec ted (Canadian 
Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019). 
Addit ionally,  i t  is  necessar y to ensure that ser v ice users have access to Indigenous 
ser v ice prov iders with l ived and l iv ing experience of substance use while drug 
checking, where indiv iduals can receive suppor t in connec t ing with other fundamental 
communit y ser v ices,  such as those which wil l  help gain equitable access to the 
fundamental  determinates of health,  such as housing, education, and healthcare. 

The involvement of Elders,  Knowledge Keepers,  Language Holders,  and peoples 
with l ived/ l iv ing experience should not be l imited to only suppor t ing indiv iduals 
throughout the drug checking process but should also place them within posit ions of 
leadership around developing drug checking programs, prac t ices,  and polic ies within 
their  communit ies (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on 
A IDS and Development ,  2019).  Going beyond drug checking by prov iding oppor tunit ies 
for cultural  nur turance and genuine love are v i tal  for i l luminating the pathways 
towards sel f- direc ted healing.  When we have access to these gi f ts ,  we can bet ter (re)
connec t with our selves and the knowledges of our ancestors,  which helps us to re -
member who we are,  the s trengths of our inner wisdoms, and the understanding that 
we know ourselves what we need to l ive a good l i fe. 

ii. Bridging Capacity and Sharing Knowledge 

Giving back  also means that we place an emphasis on sharing and suppor t ing 
indiv iduals and communit ies in using the knowledges that have been uncovered 
through drug checking to br idge capacit y for a decolonial  future – indiv idually and 
collec t ively.  One way this can be done is to hold teaching oppor tunit ies for those 
wanting to check their  own substances (Basu, 2022).  Giv ing back to communit y 
members through knowledge of prac t ice in this way works to center the sel f-
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determination and inherent power of those who use substances.  Moreover,  i t  places 
a high value on reciprocit y and honours yet another way that people who use drugs 
resis t  against the s truc tural  oppression that comes with l iv ing under current colonial 
systems. 

For many, drug checking adds another tool  to their  own bundles of wisdom. It  also 
al lows people to share the knowledge they have learned through drug checking 
with the rest of their  communit ies ,  thereby suppor t ing systems of communit y care. 
Teaching assis ts indiv iduals to learn deeper about their  choice of substance(s)  and 
their  own inherent capacit ies for infusing drug checking alongside personal prac t ices 
of harm reduc t ion. Drug checking can be a myster ious prac t ice,  and by making v isible 
these processes where people can see themselves how their  substances are checked, 
and learn to do i t  themselves,  contr ibutes to the already signif icant level  of  exper t ise 
of those who use i l l ic i t  substances – creat ing fur ther oppor tunit ies for indiv iduals and 
communit ies (Betsos,  et  al .  2022). 

iii. Educational Materials

In the same vein as sharing drug checking knowledge, as we conceive of other ways 
to give back  to communit y members,  we can consider how the educational  mater ials 
we prov ide move away from a warning- centered, medical ized approach to substances 
and their  uses,  and instead center the unique resis tance prac t ices of the communit y, 
emphasize cultural  relevance and safet y,  and make use of our own tradit ional 
languages and ways of talk ing about substances/medicines.  Moreover,  designing 
and sharing educational  mater ials that frame unregulated substances in ways which 
decolonize our conceptions of them through the lens of non- judgment wil l  suppor t 
communit ies ’  sel f- determination to know 
what is  best for themselves,  including how 
substance use could f i t  alongside indiv iduals 
own sel f- determined healing journeys,  and how 
i t  can be used as an ac t of resis tance against 
colonial  v iolence.  From my own personal and 
professional experience walk ing alongside 
those who use unregulated substances,  I  can 
see the ways that drug checking ser v ices can 
not only hold oppor tunit ies to dest igmatize 
and decolonize how we look at substances,  but 
they can also hold space for the potential  role 
of substance use as a source of resis tance, 
resi l ience,  and medicine. 

iv. Further Knowledge Illumination

Giving back  through research is  another way 
drug checking can ensure that i t s  ser v ices and 
programs are al igned with the wants and needs 
of each culture and communit y through which 
i t  intends to take place.  It  is  impor tant to s tate 
that ,  al though research in a colonial  contex t 
does not equitably give back to indiv iduals 
and communit ies ,  research processes through 

‘ Teaching Thursday ’  -  An opportunity for 
service users to learn to check their  own 
substances.  Implemented by Chemistry 
Post-Doctoral  Fel low and Substance team 
member Lea Gozdzialski  (PhD).  Photo 
Credit :  Substance Drug Checking. 
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Indigenous worldv iews and methodologies, 
which are rooted within cultural ly speci f ic 
ways of being, knowing, and doing, and led 
by communit y guidance, works to center 
genuine and meaningful  benef i t  over solely 
academic papers or grant funding. The entire 
research journey and how i t  can benef i t 
indiv iduals and communit ies becomes 
the focal  point ,  and through decolonial , 
cultural ly centered methodological 
approaches,  research around drug checking 
has the potential  to reconceptualize and 
reconcile i t s  technologies,  substance 
use,  and harm reduc t ion in general  with 
Indigenous values,  bel iefs ,  and experiences. 

Within my own experiences,  engaging 
in Indigenous centered research prov ides 
not only pathways to healing for ever yone 
involved in i ts work ,  but i t  also contr ibutes 
to healing for the whole of the cosmos. In my 
v isions for decolonized, Indigenous centered 
drug checking, I  real ize there is  much work 
s t i l l  to be done to truly understand how i ts 
methods and prac t ices can f i t  alongside 
our cultural  knowledge bases for health 
and wellness and ult imately be useful  for 
us.  One area for fur ther work which I  feel 
is  connec ted to these quest ions include determining i f  there is  a connec t ion to the 
ways we have always ‘ tested ’  plants and medicines,  according to our oral  test imonies 
and knowledge systems. Similar ly,  considerat ions around how, i f  at  al l ,  our ancestors 
conceptualized, interac ted with,  and named plant-based medicines which would now 
be seen as used to create many of the i l l ic i t  substances we see today,  as many pre -
colonial  peoples have (Daniels ,  et  al . ,  2021).  Explor ing this idea could expand on 
the possible benef i ts people feel  out of using substances,  and how i t  is  a method to 
reduce the harms within their  l ives. 

There is  also a need to bet ter understand how the mult iple intersec t ions of 
identi t ies of Indigenous Peoples impac t drug checking processes,  and what is 
needed to ensure programs and ser v ices are genuinely inclusive and tai lored to the 
speci f ic  needs of 2Spir i t ,  LGBTQI A+, youths,  those with disabil i t ies ,  and beyond, 
as well  as the dis t inc t ions needed bet ween rural  and urban communit ies ,  and the 
uniqueness bet ween F irs t  Nations,  Inuit ,  and Metis .  Last ly,  explor ing issues of s t igma 
within Indigenous communit ies is  a cr i t ical  par t of decolonizing harm reduc t ion 
and substance use in general .  We have al l  been impac ted by the vast ,  intersec t ing, 
and complex harms of past and present colonial ism; yet ,  we have also continuously 
resis ted in mult iple and nuanced ways.  In the t imes where I  have done drug checking, 
I  have learned greatly about how people are using substances and for what reasons, 
and I  truly believe this has signif icant potential  for understanding deeper the ways 
that indiv iduals and communit ies not only suppor t their  own ideas of ‘harm reduc t ion ’ 
and wellness,  but also make v isible the exper t ise,  s trength,  and care they have for 

Plant medicines,  shel ls ,  buttons and drug 
checking resources at  Victoria Native 
Fr iendship Centre ’s  2SLGBTQ+ Youth event in 
February 2025.
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those around them. Through i l luminating knowledge around drug checking ’s potential 
as a si te of resis tance and resi l ience against colonial  harms, we can ult imately 
denigrate substance use and addic t ion-related s t igma. 

A s I  write this paper,  I  have in many ways found i t  di f f icult  to ful ly al ign drug 
checking with an Indigenous worldv iew – par t ly because there is  l imited knowledge 
through which to build from, and because harm reduc t ion prac t ices and ideologies 
are not always accepted within our Nations,  communit ies ,  famil ies ,  and hear ts .  A s 
F irs t  Nations,  Inuit ,  and Metis in this countr y,  both his tor ical  and ongoing colonial ly 
rooted v iolence and harm makes many feel  that drugs and alcohol are at the root of 
our i l l  health and wellness as a people,  and that there is  only one way to heal ,  which 
of ten includes walk ing the Red Road  in abst inence and recover y.  There is  frequently 
a systematic exclusion of Indigenous Peoples who use i l l ic i t  substances from our 
ceremonies and cultural  spaces,  c i t ing pre - colonial  tradit ional  values as reasons 
(Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development , 
2019).  However,  i t  is  impor tant that we truly consider the roots of these beliefs ,  as 
they disregard our own relat ions from the spaces they need to access for wellness and 
healing.  The legac y of genocidal  and coercive polic ies imposed by the colonial  s tate, 
such as those around prohibit ion of alcohol and ancestral  spir i tual /cultural  prac t ices 
within the amended 1884 Indian Ac t ,  have deeply inf luenced the ways we treat each 
other and ourselves.  The ver y spir i t  of  these polic ies was (and continues to be) rooted 
within colonial  arrogances which v iewed Indigenous Peoples as infer ior,  unruly and in 
need of c iv i l iz ing,  ‘helping ’,  and ult imately controll ing –paternalis t ic  discourses that 
persis t  within not only health-based programming and research today,  but also within 
some of our own communit ies (Lavalley,  2025; Wil t ,  2020).  For example,  while by- laws 
around ‘dr y ’  reser ves were ini t ial ly  thought of as a way for Indigenous leaders to take 
back control  within their  own communit ies ,  i t  has ult imately reinforced the idea that 
Indigenous Peoples are unable to control  their  own (w)holis t ic  selves – replicat ing 
what the colonial  government and Indian Agents did to us through prohibit ional  laws 
that s tole our lands and diminished our indiv idual and collec t ive agenc y.

 A s peoples who value relat ional  accountabil i t y,  we must be careful  not to reproduce 
these ideologies onto our own peoples,  for we are not only hur t ing each other,  but 
also ourselves as sovereign Nations.  Colonial  ideologies have impac ted us al l ,  and 
many of us have their  messages deeply engrained within our hear ts ,  minds,  and 
spir i ts .  Yet ,  I  bel ieve that fur ther research l inking Indigenous harm reduc t ion to 
drug checking, as led by our communit ies using our own methods,  has the power 
to face these challenges with deep care,  col laborat ion, and signif icance i f  wanted 
and needed. At i t s  hear t ,  Indigenous harm reduc t ion is  about love and care for each 
other,  our selves,  and the worlds in which we inhabit .  It  is  decolonizing and anti -
colonial ,  which cr i t ical ly deconstruc ts the colonial  legac y of v iolence that continues 
to impac t our l ives,  communit ies ,  and selves.  It  acknowledges and respec ts the harms 
that have been done to us and is about (re)connec t ing back to our cultural ly speci f ic 
worldv iews, wisdoms, s tor ies,  songs,  dances,  and ancestral  powers.

A s in the beginning of this writ ing,  I  must again s tate that I  do not aim to 
necessar i ly change anyone ’s minds through these perspec t ives – I  simply wish to 
of fer a di f ferent and alternate world through which we can al l  l i ve a good l i fe and 
determine our own dest inies.  These are not easy conversat ions to hold,  and although 
fur ther research is  needed to truly understand how drug checking may al ign with 
Indigenous harm reduc t ion and specif ic  cultural  worldv iews, we must continuously 
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walk with humil i t y and transparenc y.  In the end, each Nation and communit y must 
guide any infusion of drug checking with Indigenous approaches to harm reduc t ion 
to l imit  the r isk of this work being done in a way that does not concurrently respec t 
how substance use is  perceived and felt  within them, while at the same t ime, enter 
these conversat ions with an open, honest ,  and respec t ful  hear t .  In these impor tant 
ways,  giv ing back in drug checking means working to repair the hur ts of colonial ism, 
and to restore the compassion, empathy,  and love of our communit ies ,  which wil l 
ul t imately be dis t inc t bet ween Nations,  communit ies ,  organizat ions,  and indiv iduals . 
A s a writ ten of fer ing, this body of work also respec ts and acknowledges that the 
wisdoms shared within i t ,  though cultural ly,  relat ionally,  and personally rooted, is  a 
l iv ing,  breathing enti t y which can be used for fur ther inquir y and shapeshif ted into 
the dis t inc t needs of Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions;  not unlike wî hkask wa, 
i t  is  to be used for healing and wellness for al l  those who need i t .          

v. Systems Level Transformation

For drug checking to give back  and achieve the possibi l i t ies for decolonial  and 
Indigenous- centered approaches,  a systems approach is needed to ensure al l 
s takeholders and sec tors work together in par tnership to repair the mult igenerat ional 
impac ts of colonial ism. F irs t ly,  as Indigenous governments,  health bodies, 
inst i tut ions,  and organizat ions continue to hold discussions on the overdose issue, 
drug checking through a decolonial ,  Indigenous lens can be of fered by building 
communit y roundtable discussions to engage in conversat ions on how to move 
for ward with a (w)holis t ic  approach to drug checking. Though F irs t  Nations,  Inuit , 
and Metis communit ies are unique and require dis t inc t responses,  we must also 
come together as one to enac t a coordinated response, and to let  each other know 
the potential  that drug checking holds for our people.  Fundamentally,  al l  par tners 
wil l ing to come to the table,  both Indigenous and non-Indigenous,  must be included 
in suppor t ing this work should Nations,  communit ies ,  and organizat ions desire i t . 

Fur thermore, non-Indigenous governments and polic y makers must commit to 
rec t i f y ing the fundamental  health and social  inequit ies that Indigenous Peoples 
continue to experience.  Addressing these issues has most of ten fal len on the 
shoulders of those Indigenous ser v ice prov iders on the frontl ines of the drug war, 
and this is  beyond the point of being sustainable any longer.  Such repair wil l  require 
adequate,  wrap -around funding and removal of barr iers for Indigenous Nations, 
communit ies ,  and ser v ice prov iders to lead, design, coordinate,  and implement 
Indigenous speci f ic  drug checking programs should they desire them and feel  they 
would be useful .  Genuine suppor t must be given to Indigenous communit ies by non-
Indigenous inst i tut ions and organizat ions through collaborat ive par tnerships,  shared 
resources,  capacit y br idging, and avenues for (w)holis t ic  wellness.  This is  par t icular ly 
needed considering the widespread capacit y resource challenges within our 
communit ies ,  including lack of t ime, space,  energy,  funding and suf f ic ient wages,  and 
trauma responses from colonial  v iolence and frontl ine work .  On a larger scale,  this 
suppor t must also include meaningful  ac ts of reparat ions,  such as prov iding r ight ful 
land, spaces,  and resources back to Indigenous Nations,  communit ies ,  and ser v ice 
prov iders.

Indigenous harm reduc t ion is  more than just prov iding prac t ical  methods for 
reducing harms associated with substance use;  impor tantly,  i t  also includes taking 
a (w)holis t ic ,  mult i -sec toral  approach that intersec ts to nur ture indiv iduals within 
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the contex t of their  Nations,  communit ies ,  and famil ies (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS 
Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion on A IDS and Development ,  2019).  These mult i -
system approaches and large-scale par tnerships must work to address s truc tural 
and systemic barr iers to wellness,  such as adequate funding and housing. It  is 
v i tal  to emphasize to al l  involved in this work that drug checking cannot happen in 
isolat ion or within a si lo;  rather,  i t  must be (w)holis t ic  and exis t  alongside cultural 
and tradit ional  wellness suppor ts ,  just as any other harm reduc t ion prac t ice cannot 
be truly Indigenized or decolonized i f  used alone. Drug checking within Indigenous 
spaces cannot simply just include Indigenous workers but must also of fer a range of 
cultural ly speci f ic  and safe suppor ts to meet the (w)holis t ic  needs of those accessing 
i ts ser v ices.  Cr i t ical ly,  a signif icant shif t  in current drug polic ies which focus on 
cr iminalizat ion,  domination, and oppression is  also required to ensure the wellbeing 
and wholeness of those who use i l l ic i t  substances.  Fur thermore, non-Indigenous 
governmental  bodies must make a commitment to learn from, and respec t the 
guidance of,  Indigenous Peoples who have been engaging in reducing the harms of 
colonial ism since contac t (Canadian Aboriginal  A IDS Net work & Interagenc y Coali t ion 
on A IDS and Development ,  2019).
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5. Towards an Indigenous Service Model for 
Drug Checking: Translating this Allegory into 
Indigenous & Decolonized Drug Checking 
Principles
A s we put al l  these considerat ions together – f lowing from a (w)holis t ic ,  cr i t ical , 
and decolonial  perspec t ive,  combined with the nêhiyaw knowledge, teachings,  and 
worldv iew of the process which goes into gathering and braiding wî hkask wa, we can 
translate these considerat ions into possible pr inciples for Indigenous centered and 
decolonized drug checking: 
The 1st principle is  that drug checking should be healing.  It  must heal  al l  those 
involved – both ser v ice users and providers – through ac t ions l ike cr i t ical  sel f 
ref lec t ion,  reconnec t ion to our selves and to each other,  and decolonizat ion of the 
harms brought on by colonial  v iolence.  It  must also suppor t us in looking af ter 
ourselves and must val idate our experiences and wisdoms on how to be well  and l ive 
a good l i fe. 
2nd –  Drug checking should ref lec t the natural  laws and teachings of the lands 
in which i t  is  being conduc ted on and should honour local  protocols .  It  is  v i tal  to 
recognize that the wisdom i l luminated through drug checking belongs to the lands 
and peoples involved. 
3rd –  Drug checking should be prac t iced 
in ways which recognize the ceremonial 
and spir i tual  nature of this work .  We 
must recognize the spir i t  and wisdom 
embedded within ever y thing we do, 
including the knowledge within those 
who use substances,  the technologies we 
use to do drug checking, and within the 
substances themselves. 
4th –  Drug checking should be a 
relat ional ,  respec t ful ,  and reciprocal 
process,  recognizing that ever y thing is 
( inter)related and ( inter)dependent ,  and 
that we are al l  relat ionally accountable to 
each other and the cosmos around us.
And, 5th –  Drug checking should center 
s trength,  resi l ience,  and decolonizat ion, 
and i t  must help and suppor t and honour 
our unique resi l ience and resis tance 
prac t ices against colonial  v iolence and the 
war on drugs.  When enac ted in a way that 
infuses our dis t inc t cultural  teachings, 
then we are ac t ively working towards a 
decolonial  future. 

Sweetgrass braids (wîhkaskwa).
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6. Conclusion 
A s I  look back on my experiences within 
drug checking, which have not always 
been easy,  I  real ize how much this 
journey has impac ted my knowing as a 
nêhiyaw harm reduc t ion ser v ice prov ider 
and communit y member.  In many ways, 
my unease and lack of knowledge with 
drug checking processes in the beginning 
bet ter helped me to v ision for i t s  future 
possibi l i t ies ,  as I  was not commit ted to 
many preconceived notions of what i t 
should be l ike.  Inhabit ing this locat ion 
has al lowed me to (re)conceptualize drug 
checking through learning about and 
prac t ic ing i t  for the f irs t  t ime, which 
is  possibly a ver y similar posit ion to 
those reading this paper.  This process of 
theorizing and prac t ic ing drug checking 
has been deeply and (w)holis t ical ly 
personal,  and although i t  has at t imes 
brought up uncomfor table feel ings and 
thoughts,  there is  also great s trength in 
i l luminating the mult iple vantage points 
of knowledge within our communit ies , 
including my own. Fundamentally,  to 
meaningfully and ethical ly consider 
drug checking as a harm reduc t ion tool 
within our Nations,  communit ies ,  and 
organizat ions,  I  bel ieve this is  a process 
which we al l  must go through. 

Through using a cultural  framework to (re)conceptualize and discuss possible 
decolonial  and Indigenous centered approaches to drug checking, combined with 
exis t ing l i terature on Indigenous harm reduc t ion and my own witnessed, experiential , 
and embodied ref lec t ions,  i t  is  c lear to me that drug checking processes,  methods, 
and knowledge systems do not have to fol low only the s tandard scienti f ic  and 
Eurocentr ic models exis tent within dominant programs; rather,  drug checking has the 
potential  to prac t ice in al ignment with each of our own dis t inc t cultural  and ancestral 
worldv iews, should we desire i t .  Impor tantly,  (re)conceptualizing drug checking, (and 
harm reduc t ion broadly)  through these lenses posit ions them as ac ts of resis tance 
and resi l ience against the oppressive colonial  forces impac t ing our l ives and worlds. 
Indigenous Peoples have prac t iced reducing harm since t ime immemorial ,  and the 
knowledge of how to do so in the present day has always been embedded within 
our cultural  languages,  tradit ions,  ceremonies,  songs,  dances,  lands,  and ancestral 
wisdoms. 

Explor ing Indigenous approaches to drug checking requires that we ult imately 
look through a decolonial  worldv iew of i t s  prac t ices,  which means coming back to 

Another plant medicine (paskwâwîhkwaskwa 
-  Sage)  that has been uti l ized throughout this 
journey.
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the cultural  prac t ices and frameworks which have kept us well  for mil lennia.  A s I 
have done through the (w)holis t ic  process of gathering and braiding wî hkask wa, 
drug checking requires that we personally and relat ionally prepare to engage with 
i t ,  that we consider the ethical  and cultural ly speci f ic  protocols we are taught to 
honour,  that we determine the best prac t ices for gathering knowledge i l luminated, 
that we ref lec t on how we make meaning of i t s  wisdom, and last ly,  that we share 
these gi f ts with others.  In essence,  our ways inform us that we must look to how 
our personal,  relat ional ,  spir i tual  and natural  worlds can be honoured within the 
scienti f ic  posit ions and processes of drug checking, and that we make meaning of 
the unique relat ionships we hold with the wisdoms embedded within i ts methods and 
technologies. 

Taking a decolonial  approach to drug checking and harm reduc t ion also means that 
we ac t ively rejec t the harmful ideologies of the set t ler colonial  projec t ,  even i f  those 
beliefs are deeply embedded within us.  Though this does not mean devaluing our 
sacred protocols ,  the values of genuine love,  care,  and relat ional  accountabil i t y we 
intr insical ly hold to one another,  including to al l  of  creat ion, shows us that other ways 
and worlds are possible.  How we do this wil l  change within the unique contex ts and 
spaces we inhabit ,  and i t  wil l  unquest ionably take continued work ,  led by Indigenous 
Peoples ourselves,  to carefully reconcile our ways of being, knowing, and doing with 
contemporar y,  ev idenced-based harm reduc t ion prac t ices l ike drug checking. 

Though we of ten share di f ferent vantage points ,  one thing that is  constant within 
our communit ies is  the intergenerat ional  s trengths ent wined within our cultural 
knowledge systems; ult imately,  we recognize that any t ime we engage in our 
ceremonies,  l is ten to our languages and s tor ies,  dance to our tradit ional  songs,  and 
gather medicines out on the land, we resis t  colonial  harms by (re)connec t ing with 
our selves,  each other,  and the cosmos in which we are al l  a par t .  Just l ike a braid 
of wî hkask wa, we must always work in ways which honour our resi l iencies,  how we 
are collec t ively inter t wined with each other and the world around us,  and how this 
connec t ion teaches us to be accountable to al l  we are in relat ion with.  To me, this is 
the pathway for where drug checking needs to consider going as a harm reduc t ion 
prac t ice i f  i t  is  to be truly transformative,  l i fegiv ing, and healing for our Nations, 
communit ies ,  and organizat ions ever y where.
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