


 

ABOUT 

This project was conducted by the members of Skylark’s Youth Harm Reduction 

Team. These pictures are intended to represent the experiences of young people in 

Toronto who use substances and/or engage in sex work- demonstrating the 

imminent need for harm reduction approaches. This project was conducted to help 

educate the public about youths’ experiences and encourage conversation in 

homes, schools, workplaces, communities, and governments. 

 

 

WHAT IS PHOTOVOICE?  

Photovoice is a technique that gives people who often don’t have a “voice” the 

chance to express how they feel about the issues that matter to them. Using 

photographs they have taken and words they have written, project participants can 

share their experiences, thoughts, and perspectives on the issues that matter to 

them and in doing so, help others to better understand. Photovoice uses the power 

of visual images to convey important messages to a wide audience and recognizes 

the significance and impact of images in today’s world (e.g., television or internet).1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 Blackman, A., & Fairey, T. (2007). The photovoice manual: A guide to designing and running participatory photography 

projects. London, UK: Photovoice.  



“For people who use drugs paths are barricaded and options are limited, 

but also exits. No one’s coming out. There’s no transition of knowledge and 

you can’t see any other way. So if I ,am a service provider, this means I’ve 

barricaded myself into an alley by myself where I’m prevented from seeing 

any other ways. We can turn our backs and create other doors.” 

 

BRICK WALL 



“‘I live in the blue house; I don’t want to talk to the red house person’ 

and ‘I live in the red house; I don’t want to talk to the blue house 

person.’ There is so much they could learn from each other, but they 

don’t. I think that harm reduction is the bridge that can connect these 

types of people. Harm reduction believes that people should be able 

to make the decision they feel is best for them. When we see one 

choice as better than another, we ignore peoples individuality and 

choices and we won’t ever see what’s in between the lines.” 

NEIGHBOURS 



“Whatever material they used, they had to put it together when it was 

malleable and able to bend and now at the point that they’re at if you 

start to take off one piece, the entire thing unravels and it would just 

crumble. So to find that in my own experience would be like, there are 

certain things that I built up when I was 16 that I built into my life as a 

regular coping mechanism or whatever it was at that time and now 

they’re so concrete in my life, to break those off… I do feel like the rest 

would crumble down.” 

INTERWOVEN 



“Harm Reduction is something that is supposed to be open to all people 

and envelops communities as a whole regardless of their…anything, 

especially their user status. When I see this picture, I feel like it is directed at 

certain people and those people are drug users.” 

NO TRESSPASSING 



“This says to me that it’s always going to be more difficult to access 

services.  Perhaps if I hadn’t gotten into this line of work and met so many 

individuals who opened new opportunities for me, I wouldn’t have been 

able to access services or get the help that I needed because I would be 

too afraid.” 

POINT OF VIEW 



“It’s really hard to believe that people are looking out for your best 

interest, when you’re made to feel like you have to apologize for doing 

something that is helping you.” 

SORRY 



“So I think the table kind of represents the system and the cigarette pack 

represents people, specifically youth who use drugs, and it’s falling 

through the cracks in the system. I think it kind of shows the reality of the 

situation and how difficult it is living and trying to get help while also using. 

I think it also shows how easy is to fall through the cracks.” 

FALLING THROUGH THE CRACKS 



“These physical barriers are representative of the systemic barriers people 

who use substances face when trying to access support—it feels like we’re 

pushed up against the wall, unable to move forward because there are 

obstacles all around us and people treat us like we’re garbage.” 

IS THIS WHAT ‘SUPPORT’ LOOKS LIKE? 



“This feels like an intentional effort to scare people who use substances with 

threats of criminalization.  It also puts people who use substances at odds 

with their community by implying that they will be under the surveillance of 

their neighbours. Signs like these support the push for gentrification, which 

for many means being pushed into marginalization and isolation.” 

WE CALL THE POLICE 



“People are dying. There’s an overdose crisis right now and we’re not 

seeing much of a response from multiple levels of government so 

community has taken the lead on that. Compared to other crises, it just 

feels ignored, like a slap in the face, and people are being murdered by 

negligence.” 

MURDER BY NEGLIGENCE 



“I think a major reason for the stigma around substance use and sex work 

is illegality and I think that as people working in harm reduction, we need 

to put love over law and we need to put the person over the legality of 

the system and we need to really think about how we can help someone, 

rather than criminalize them.” 

LOVE OVER LAW 



“It’s not about judging people who just want to smoke pot, get lit, and 

have fun, it’s about the ‘woke’ part, get informed and educate. And it’s 

not only about personal harm reduction, but also about what we do in 

community to reduce those harms.” 

#GETLITSTAYWOKE 



“The highway represents potential harms and the bridge is harm reduction 

so the bridge is there to help people over those harms. I think people focus 

a lot on the highway and the cars and the harms and not enough on the 

bridges and how to reduce those harms. There’s one major bridge that 

people always try to cross which is abstinence or just like reducing use, but 

we need choices. I don’t see a lot of options for bridges and I think there 

needs to be more.” 

BRIDGING THE GAP 



“It’s quite frustrating to see that when it comes to some things, like this 

tree, the city is more than happy to introduce harm reduction strategies… 

But when it comes to human beings who need support and who need 

bolstering up, the city is not prepared to provide that same service. Harm 

reduction strategies keep people standing and growing- like this tree will 

be able to do. “ 

KEEP US STANDING 
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