Working with African, Caribbean & Black and Newly
Migrated Communities who use Substances

STRATEGIES TO

STRENGTHEN THE WORK

This resource is created for those who work with people who

use substances and are African, Caribbean, Black (ACB) and newly migrated people. It is intended to
strengthen work from a place of care and inclusion, and to break down barriers.

BACKGROUND

In 2025, the African and Caribbean Council on HIV / AIDS in
Ontario (ACCHO) and the Women and HIV / AIDS Initiative
(WHAI) developed a working group to begin a dialogue about
strengthening work with ACB and newly migrated communities
who use substances.

Through a review of existing supports, service models, and
consultation with 90 participants across Ontario working in
a range of sectors including overdose prevention and harm
reduction, health care, AIDS Service Organizations, and other
related services, the working group identified two key actions:

@ HOST A WEBINAR

Host a webinar about key
themes that emerged from
the consultations.

9 DEVELOP A TIP SHEET

Develop a tip sheet with
practical strategies and
messages to strengthen this
work across Ontario.

This tip sheet was developed from the key messages and
insights shared during the webinar to support the continued
growth of this work. The webinar is available online here.

4 KEY STRATEGIES

In May 2026, we hosted a webinar exploring
four key themes:

How to
address stigma
about substance
use within ACB and

newly migrated Strategies
communities for building
community

_ collaboration to
The importance strengthen the
of involving ACB work

workers, drawing on models

such as “Nothing About Us
Without Us" from the disability
justice movement and GIPA /
MEPA (Greater Involvement /

Meaningful Engagement of Stategies
People Living with HIV/AIDS) for
from the HIV sector diversifying
service
models

TO STRENGTHEN WORK WITH ACB AND NEWLY
MIGRATED PEOPLE WHO USE SUBSTANCES

STRATEGY 1

ADDRESS STIGMA ABOUT SUBSTANCE
USE WITHIN ACB & NEWLY MIGRATED
COMMUNITIES

Stigma is a significant reality impacting the well-being of
those who use substances and creating barriers for accessing
support. For ACB communities, it is shaped in part by systemic
racism embedded in institutions such as health care and
the legal system, alongside broader cultural assumptions
about substance use. However, this stigma does not remain
contained in institutions. It shows up in everyday interactions,
where it is repeated, reinforced and at times turned inward as
self-judgement.

While these strategies largely address stigma at an individual
and interpersonal level, it is important to also understand and
develop strategies to address institutional and systemic stigma
that impacts how people interact with systems such as health
care, criminalization, parenting, safety, and more.

SOME STRATEGIES TO DISMANTLE STIGMA:

Name stigma, judgements, and biases
directly to help educate the community
and change the course of stigma.

Understand region-of-origin worldviews
on HIV and substance use, and build from
them rather than imposing a Western-
centric lens.

Use storytelling and lived experience
to challenge stereotypes and reframe
judgemental messages in language
grounded in strength, warmth, and
positivity.

Develop materials in relevant languages,
using imagery that confronts stigma
without blaming/shaming communities.

Reflect on unconscious bias and identify
practical ways to create culturally
inclusive and welcoming spaces.

+  Recognize that drug policies rooted in
racism and colonialism can shape stigma
and ACB people’s experiences of services.



https://whai.ca/resource/working-with-acb-communities-who-use-substances/

STRATEGY 2

PUT “NOTHING ABOUT US WITHOUT US” INTO PRACTICE

Programs and services should be shaped by those most affected by them. Drawing on GIPA / MEPA in the AIDS Movement
and “Nothing About Us Without Us” from the disability justice movement, this means involving ACB workers, and people with
lived experience at different levels of the work. Meaningful engagement can include staff, management, advisory roles, peer
programs, mentorship, and volunteer positions. This approach of community co-design builds trust, supports shared decision-
making, and leads to more culturally-responsive services. What this can look like in practice:

Employ and meaningfully involve ACB peers and people
with migration experience to strengthen trust, engagement
and culturally appropriate and inclusive support.

Engage trusted community members like faith leaders
and local business owners, and connect through familiar
community spaces such as barbershops, and hair salons,
where appropriate.

Learn the substances of choice that people use and
support their goals, whether that means safer use, using
less, changing how they use, taking a break, or seeking
treatment.

Host community gatherings over shared food to listen, build
relationships and share information. Communal eating is an
expression of welcome and unity in many ACB communities,
and familiar foods can be an important connection to home

+ Move at the speed of trust. Be mindful that systems such

as the police and Children’s Aid Society (CAS) can stop
conversations that promote safety.

+ Consider whether housing, food security, mental health, or

immediate supports may be needed.

+ Support safety planning and take a strengths-based and

non-judgmental approach when supporting parents who
use substances.

+ Explore local community justice initiatives that support

transformative and restorative justice and community
healing, such as the Community Justice Initiative in
Kitchener.

for those who have recently migrated.

STRATEGY 3

BUILD STRONG COMMUNITY
COLLABORATION

Collaborating with other community organizations is
an important way to reach ACB and newly migrated
communities who use substances. It can expand the
ways people access services, strengthen trust and
support more culturally inclusive care. Some ways to build
collaboration:

STRATEGY 4

DIVERSIFY SERVICE MODELS

No single service model works for everyone. ACB and newly
migrated people bring different cultures, experiences and
values, so it is important to offer a range of approaches for
building relationships, accessing support and participating.
Service models should be diverse and shaped with the
communities they are intended to support. Some ways to do

this:

+ Build relationships with organizations and services
that ACB communities already trust and learn from
them how to engage effectively and respectfully. This
can include community agencies who do not have the
same goals, but have strong ties to ACB communities
and newly migrated people.

+ Build long-term partnerships, not one-time or
tokenistic relationships. Involve staff at different
levels, from front line to management.

+ Create opportunities for knowledge sharing
and strengthen coordination of support across
organizations.

+ Seek input from ACB community members who use
other community services, both to share information
and to gather insights. Use consultation approaches
that feel safe, are collaborative, and led by the
community.

+ Collaborate with trusted community-based access
points such as multicultural, newcomer and settlement
organizations, and other local services where ACB and
newly migrated people already use.

« Use a mix of approaches. such as drop-in
services, pop-up sites, outreach, community-
based delivery, peer ambassadors and project-
based work to extend reach and build trusting
relationships that meet people where they are.

Offer virtual, in-person, and community-based
service models, where possible.

Integrate principles and practices from restorative
and transformative justice models.

When engaging with parents who use substances
consider the harmful impacts of family surveillance
and policing, criminalization and gender-based

violence.

Provide resources, and information in relevant
languages using positive and non-stigmatizing

messaging.

CALL TO ACTION

© Ask!

Start with “What have you heard about
harm reduction back home?” or “What
have you heard about harm reduction
in your community” before offering any
information.

© TAILOR SERVICES

“Flexible and tailored capacity building
services beat one-size-fits-all every time."”

Conduct an educational session at a
trusted community space for at least
three months before judging uptake.
Understanding that it takes time to build
trust and for communities to show up.
Giving time to recognize what works and
doesn't is a part of the process including
pausing to reassess.

e FIND COMMON GROUND

“We don't agree on everything, but we
both want our clients to be okay."”

Find common ground with different
organizations. Shared concern for ACB
communities’ well-being is enough to
collaborate.

e USE COMMUNITY INPUT

“Nothing moved until the program was
designed by us.”

Host a community forum where ACB
community members shape what the
program should look like and then act
on it.

RESOURCES & INFORMATION

FIREWEED COLLECTIVE
fireweedcollective.org

COMMUNITY JUSTICE
INITIATIVES
cjiwr.com

RITTENHOUSE
rittenhouseanv.com

DISABILITY JUSTICE
NETWORK OF ONTARIO
dnjo.ca

CANADIAN DRUG POLICY
COALITION

drugpolicy.ca/resources/guides/history

BOOKS

Beyond Survival by Leah Lakshmi
Piepzna-Samarasinha

Black Women Under State by Idil
Abdillahi



http://fireweedcollective.org
http://cjiwr.com
http://rittenhouseanv.com
http://dnjo.ca
http://drugpolicy.ca/resources/guides/history

