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A new downtown clinic will offer a special program for severe drug addicts in the hope
the treatment will improve patient health, while reducing costs to the social service,
medical and legal systems.

The new program is run through the Injectable Opioid Agonist Treatment (iOAT) clinic,
which will open its doors at the Alberta Health Services Forensic Assessment and
Community Services office on 106 St. within roughly two weeks. It’s the second clinic of
its kind in Alberta; Calgary opened one earlier this year.

“It is a more intense treatment for those who have failed in the other treatments, and
continue to use, and are struggling in various domains, including medical and social,”
says the program lead, psychiatrist and University of Alberta lecturer Dr. Avi Aulakh.

The iOAT clients are expected to be males over the age of 40 who are often homeless
and have been addicted for upwards of 20 years. Over that time, they have built up a
tolerance to the opioids they are using, including heroin, consuming large doses of drugs
that would kill other users. They may suffer from a variety of medical conditions,
including hepatitis C and HIV. Other drug treatments haven’t worked, and some are
spending hundreds of dollars a day to feed their addiction.

When the new iOAT clinic opens, clients referred by hospitals and social service
agencies will be able to come in three times daily for high doses of hydromorphone
(Dilaudid), which is similar to morphine. Getting the drug at the clinic means clients won’t
be on the streets looking for illicit drugs, and a way to pay for them, including illegal
activity.

Clients inject themselves and nurses are there to watch for overdoses. The clinic is not a
safe consumption site. Clients do not bring their own drugs; staff in the clinic hand over
prescribed doses.

A similar program has been running in Vancouver for five years. Aulakh says studies
show the program saves money in the health care and social service systems. He says
the expectation is that clients will use less, or no, street drugs and at the same time, they
can get treatment from clinic staff for other medical or mental problems.

“And they are not getting into trouble with the law because they have to procure money
for drug use. And they’re not ending up in emergency,” says Aulakh, noting there is
“huge compliance” with the program.

Right now, a few severe Edmonton addicts have been getting the special treatment at
another small clinic, but when the new clinic opens, up to 100 addicts could be helped.
Aulakh hopes that severe addicts may recover to the point where they can be moved to
a lower-level addiction treatment using synthetic opioids such as methadone or
suboxone.

The new clinic is being funded at $5 million dollars a year for the next three years
through the Alberta government’s Opioid Emergency Response Commission.
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