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The Network for Public Health Law supports HB 551. As a non-profit, non-partisan national
public health law organization, we have expertise in the policy interventions proven to reduce the
harms of drug use. Criminalization of drug paraphernalia is one of the primary legal barriers to
an evidence-based, public health approach to drug policy. Maryland is currently a nationwide
outlier on this issue. Passage of HB 551 would place it among the growing number of leader
states that no longer impose criminal penalties on individuals who possess syringes and other
safer drug use supplies.

Access to safer drug use supplies saves lives. It prevents disease transmission and corresponds
with more positive treatment outcomes, reduced overdose rates, and healthier communities.
When drug use equipment is criminalized, people in need are discouraged from coming forward
to participate in treatment and community resources. Repeal of these criminal barriers helps
provide that life-saving access. '

Marylanders across political affiliations believe that drug use should be treated primarily as a
public health issue.? Yet Maryland is an outlier for its especially harsh criminal approach to
syringe possession and distribution. We recently published a peer-reviewed paper in which we
researched the legality of paraphernalia-related criminalization, which revealed that on some
metrics Maryland’s paraphernalia laws were among the harshest in the country.?

By granting legal access to safer drug use supplies, Maryland would follow the successful
approach of a states like Minnesota, Maine, and Massachusetts.* It would join the 21 states that
already allow possession of syringes for personal use and the 19 that allow their free distribution;
the 15 states that already allow possession of smoking equipment for personal use and the 14 that
allow its free distribution; and the 10 states that already permit all of the above (AK, ME, MA,
MI, MN, NY, OR, VT, WA, and WV).?

Despite the claims that opponents may make, the evidence shows that increased access to safe
supplies does NOT increase drug use.® People with legal access to safer equipment are less
likely to overdose or contract bloodborne diseases like HIV and more likely to enter treatment.’
Repealing the criminal prohibition on such supplies is not about taking a softer approach on
crime, it’s about taking a stronger public health approach on overdose and disease transmission,
which is what the evidence supports and the public prefers.

For these reasons, the Network for Public Health Law urges the committee to issue a
favorable report on HB 551.
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The Network for Public Health Law provides legal information and technical assistance on
issues related to public health. The Network addresses the legal and policy barriers that impede
the establishment and expansion of evidence-based harm reduction measures such as naloxone
distribution, syringe access programs, and access to evidence-based substance use disorder
treatment. For more information, please contact harmreduction@networkforphl.org.
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