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The N.I.C.E. Project Installs Austin’s first Narcan Vending Machine
at Sunrise Homeless Navigation Center

Austin, Texas – The N.I.C.E. Project (Narcan in Case of Emergency) opens their first barrier-free Narcan
distribution site at the Sunrise Homeless Navigation Center to provide 24/7 access to the
overdose-reversal medication Narcan.

Long-time harm reduction outreach provider, Em Gray, organized the effort to ensure people have access
to the medication freely and on their own time with the support of a microgrant from Austin Mutual Aid.

“Naloxone, also known by the brand name Narcan, is a miracle medication in the face of an
increasingly unreliable street drug supply. When combined with rescue breathing, and given in
intervals as a safe and easy nasal spray, Narcan reverses the effects of an opioid overdose by
knocking opioids off of– and then blocking the further availability of- the opioid receptors in the
brain. Narcan lasts in someone’s system for a short period of time– long enough to restore their
breathing. It has no effect on someone who doesn’t have opioids in their system because it only
works on those specific receptors. With fentanyl being found in the local street drug supply,
Narcan can be very important to have on-hand in case someone encounters opioids unknowingly
or at a higher dose than intended. Narcan is a useful harm reduction tool, alongside supplies like
drug testing kits, new syringes and smoke supplies, and wound care supplies. Narcan trainings
are easily accessible with harm reduction organizations providing virtual and in-person sessions
on any given day. ” - Em Gray, The N.I.C.E Project

Even though Narcan is one of the safest and most effective tools to combat the opioid overdose public
health emergency, it is expensive and often difficult to obtain for organizations working with people who
are most at-risk. If it is difficult to acquire for agencies who deal with at-risk individuals, it is even harder to
obtain for individuals who are at-risk or who live with people who may be at-risk.

Free vending machines of Narcan have proved successful in cities like Philadelphia, Las Vegas, San
Diego, and Ann Arbor, but this is a first for Travis County where preventable overdose deaths are the
leading cause of accidental deaths. In the last four months, Travis County and Austin City Council have
declared public health crises around opioid overdoses. The Travis County Medical Examiner outlined the
crisis in its 2021 annual report, which showed that 308 people died of preventable overdose in Travis
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County in 2021—up by more than 50 deaths from 2020. Fentanyl-related deaths were up 237% to 118
totally more than one-third of the overdose deaths reported last year.

“This is long overdue. This need has been under-resourced for a long time, and often, people
don’t know how to access Narcan, where to access it, or sometimes how to use it. They often
only hear of it because of the loss or near-loss of a friend, loved one, or acquaintance. You might
not think Narcan fits your lifestyle, but overdose doesn’t have a type. People who use drugs know
their own experiences and needs and are invaluable members of our community - they’re
parents, co-workers, neighbors, friends, faces we pass on the street. Until people who use drugs
are centered in legislation, services, and decisions that affect them, there can’t be any real,
meaningful change.” - Em Gray, The N.I.C.E Project

While vending machines are a new distribution method for The N.I.C.E Project, this is just one step in
harm reduction strategies that have been practiced by people facing systemic failures and barriers for
quite some time. Legalizing the overdose preventative fentanyl testing strips in Texas would be another
step in the right direction, but ideally, Em Gray states, “the solution would be safe and reliable drug
supply, which means an end to the drug war and moralization of substance use. The only legal recourse
drug users currently have is a band-aid solution - used only after someone has ingested an opioid at a
dose that their breathing has slowed or stopped. Showing people the dignity to stay alive is not an
innovative idea - just an innovative practice when drug use is looked upon with so much judgment and
stigma.”

As Austin’s largest volume provider of homelessness services and with hundreds of visitors experiencing
homelessness from all over the city every day, Sunrise’s Hub day center at 4430 Menchaca Road is an
ideal location to make life-saving Narcan available to people most at-risk of opioid overdose.

Sunrise integrates harm reduction and substance abuse care into their whole-person approach while
partnering with Communities for Recovery, Bluebonnet Trails Community Services, CommUnity Care,
Integral Care, AIDS Health Foundation, and the University of Texas College of Pharmacy.

“Sunrise is an ideal location to not just get Narcan, but to address the long-term causes and
repercussions of substance abuse in a supportive, integrated environment. People experiencing
homelessness are especially at risk of overdose due to a lack of a support system, dismal access
to mental health care, the availability of street drugs and the constant threat of legal consequence
as a result of simply being homeless in Austin.” - Mark Hilbelink, Sunrise Homeless Navigation
Center

About the N.I.C.E. Project

Narcan in Case of Emergency has been driven by now-gone Austin Harm Reduction Coalition outreach
provider’s Em Gray, but there are many moving parts to a project like this. N.I.C.E.  could not have
happened without the support of the local harm reduction community, other drug users and drug user
unions, and those that these communities connected her to. Thank you to Austin Mutual Aid and the
Austin community for showing each other the ways we are able to hold each other up and take care of
one another. Because the machines needed some logistical tweaking, CJ Picklesimer flawlessly built the
project a new chipboard, and Em learned beginner computer programming alongside him and Sammy
Pizzo to have the machines distribute the Narcan at no cost to the public. The owner at Bistro Vonish
Elevated Vegan Cuisine has been a long time supporter of harm reduction and donated many of the
structural components and ideas to the project.
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About Sunrise Homeless Navigation Center

Since 2015, the Sunrise Homeless Navigation Center has provided humanitarian aid, behavioral health
care, substance abuse support, and housing navigation assistance to build on-ramps for services needed
to acquire safe, supportive housing for people experiencing homelessness. We use key relationships with
community partners to accomplish their mission, and they seek to further their work by helping other
groups, sharing knowledge and example, to follow them in this work.

As the highest volume provider of homeless services in Austin-Travis County, Sunrise is the only agency
with a fully integrated outreach plus day center model. Even though Austin has an advertised population
of 3,000 unsheltered people, Sunrise alone serves over 5,000 individuals each year across their four
programs, setting the standard for homelessness intake, assessment and integrated models of care. In
addition to day center services, Sunrise also has street outreach teams across the city, a permanent
supportive housing team and is currently piloting the city’s only homelessness hotline. Sunrise believes in
whole-person care for the whole-person trauma of homelessness.

To learn more about the Sunrise Homeless Navigation Center or get involved in their work please visit
them at https://sunrisenavigationcenter.org/.
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