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SANPUD’S STORY SO FAR

The South African Network of People Who Use Drugs (SANPUD) was established in 2018 to
fill a critical gap: people who use drugs (PWUD) were among the most stigmatised and
excluded populations in South Africa, yet had no unified voice to defend their rights or
shape the policies and services that affected their lives. SANPUD emerged with a clear
mandate — “Nothing about us, without us” — to ensure meaningful involvement of PWUD in
every aspect of advocacy, policy, research, and service delivery.                                                        

Our track record 

Policy and Advocacy
Secured inclusion of harm reduction in the National Drug Master Plan and HIV/TB
Strategic Plan.
Won official representation for PWUD in SANAC and influenced national debates on
drug law reform and decriminalisation.
Brought South African perspectives to international forums, including the UN
Commission on Narcotic Drugs.

Harm Reduction and Health Access
Helped advocate for needle and syringe programmes and OST, reaching over 23,000
people annually.
Piloted PWUD Open Clinic Days and co-developed harm reduction centres like
Bellhaven in Durban.
Launched innovative projects such as the HARMLess agriculture initiative,
combining harm reduction with livelihoods.

Human Rights and Legal Reform
Documented and challenged systemic abuses, supported strategic litigation, and
trained police and health workers.
Advocated consistently for decriminalisation and rights-based drug policy reform.

Research and Knowledge
Partnered in the 2023 Bio-Behavioral Survey of PWID, producing critical HIV and
hepatitis C data.
Pioneered PWUD community-led monitoring to improve clinics and hold services
accountable.
Produced accessible resources — from reports to comics — to reduce stigma and build
awareness.

Community Mobilisation
Built a national peer-led network active in at least five provinces.
Invested in leadership development and grassroots advocacy capacity.
Strengthened solidarity and visibility through campaigns like FemALIVE.

1



HOW WE BUILT THIS PLAN 

SANPUD is a national network led by people who use drugs (PWUD). Since our founding, we
have worked to amplify the voices of PWUD, challenge stigma and criminalisation, and
advocate for rights-based responses to drug use in South Africa.

Our approach to developing this Strategic Plan reflects this ethos and identity. It is the
result of a 10-month participatory process. Beginning with the SANPUD core team in
January 2025, we developed and refined multiple drafts, tested ideas with key partners and
stakeholders, and invited wider networks of people who use drugs to provide input. We are
grateful to our many members, partners and allies who contributed their ideas and
feedback.

The plan reflects the lived realities of people who use drugs in South Africa. It is bold,
rights-based, and practical, providing a clear direction for SANPUD’s work in the coming
five years and beyond.

Our principles underpin everything we do: 

Change by Example
We model the behaviours

and systems we want to see,
not through judgement but

through practice.

Respect & Dignity 
Everyone has the right to
make choices, learn from
mistakes, and be part of

decisions that affect them.

Shared Power
Decision-making is
devolved; all team

members and partners
can act within our

framework and values.

Open Information
Knowledge is shared

openly across the
network to enable

informed opinions and
decisions.

Collaboration over
Competition

We build partnerships
that empower and

support, grounded in
trust not rivalry.

Relationships First
Compassion and

understanding grow
from strong, consistent,
respectful relationships.

Accountability &
Responsibility

We own our commitments,
reflect honestly on failures,
and learn as a community.
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THE CRISIS WE FACE

So, the problem we want to solve is...

The roots of the problem 

In South Africa, people who use drugs are often treated as criminals instead of being
recognised as rights-holders and human beings. This criminalisation fuels stigma,
police harassment, and exclusion from jobs, housing, and services — creating a cycle of
harm and injustice.

These problems are driven by stigma, fear, and misunderstanding, but also by deeper
structural issues like poverty, racism, and being excluded from decisions. People who
use drugs have strong voices — but we are too often denied the space to be heard, lead,
and shape the systems that affect our lives.

What this means for us

When these problems aren’t addressed, they cause devastating consequences — for
people who use drugs, our families, and our communities.

Punitive laws lead to unfair arrests, jail time, and criminal records that block access to
jobs, housing, and support. Services often exclude us or use harmful approaches that
don’t work. Many of us live with trauma, mental health struggles, and separation from
our families. Some children are left to cope alone. Without proper care, HIV spreads,
and lives are lost to overdose.

Drug use being seen as a criminal issue
and not a public health issue resulting in
stigma, discrimination, marginalisation,
punitive responses and human rights
violations of people who use drugs. 

This is not only a crisis of health, but a crisis
of human rights and social justice. Until the
rights of people who use drugs are recognised
and protected, communities across South
Africa will continue to bear the costs.
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OUR STRENGTHS & FOUNDATIONS

THE LANDSCAPE WE MUST NAVIGATE
We acknowledge that we are working in a very hostile environment. We are building from a
strong foundation but must navigate systemic risks and resource constraints with care. 

In South Africa, drug use is mostly treated as a crime, not a health issue. This means people
are often arrested, locked up, or denied services instead of being supported. Even though
some changes are happening — like court decisions about cannabis — many good policies
(like harm reduction programmes or support in clinics) are not being put into action. There is
still a lot of fear, misunderstanding, and lack of support from government.

Many people — including police, healthcare workers, and the public — don’t understand the
needs of people who use drugs and hold strong negative views towards us. In some
communities, especially rural or religious areas, these views are even stronger, making it hard
for people to get help or speak out. Young people are particularly affected by misinformation
and stigma, with schools often becoming places of exclusion rather than support. People in
rural areas often don’t have access to basic services or information. Poverty and
unemployment make things even worse.

Funding is also uncertain. Many organisations like SANPUD are losing financial support,
especially from big international donors. This puts the work at risk. But there are also new
opportunities that can help SANPUD and our community gather evidence, speak up, and
make change.

SANPUD today is recognised as the go-to representative voice of PWUD in South Africa —
credible with government bodies, trusted by communities, and connected to global allies. 

As we move into this new strategic phase, we build on:

We are trusted within the PWUD
community and recognised as a
convenor in national and global harm
reduction spaces.

Credibility &
grassroots legitimacy

Our contributions to regional
and global platforms have
positioned SANPUD as an
influential voice.

A strong reputation as
a Thought Leader

We have constructive
partnerships with
funders, allies, and
service providers.

Deep relationships

We adapt quickly to
emerging needs and crises
while centring diversity and
lived experience.

A flexible,
inclusive culture
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We believe real change happens when
people who use drugs stand together, lead

the way, and support each other.

We make sure that the voices of people who
use drugs are heard where it matters — in
government, in services, and in public
education. 

Through partnerships and collaboration SANPUD works to make life better for
people who use drugs in South Africa. Our work is organised in two core pillars:

WE WORK TO CHANGE UNFAIR LAWS
We want drug use to be treated as a
health issue, not a crime. We work to
end laws that punish people for using
drugs and make sure the law respects
our rights and dignity.

HOW WE DRIVE CHANGE

ADVOCACY

Speaking up for our rights 

NETWORK STRENGTHENING

Building our power together

WE SUPPORT COMMUNITY
LEADERS

 We help people who use drugs
build skills and confidence to
speak up, lead change, and support
others in their community.

WE MAKE SURE WE’RE INCLUDED
 We help people who use drugs
take part in decisions, research,
and planning about health services,
laws, and funding — nothing should
be decided without us.

WE GROW STRONG COMMUNITY-
LED GROUPS

 We bring together local and
regional groups of people who use
drugs so we can share knowledge,
work together, and be stronger as
a united voice.

WE CAPACITATE CIVIL SOCIETY 
 We capacitate and train doctors,
nurses, police, and community leaders
to help them treat people who use
drugs with more respect and care.

WE FIGHT FOR BETTER SERVICES
 We promote evidence-based harm
reduction services and making them
available across South Africa, so
people can stay safer and healthier.
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SANPUD works to bring about change at different levels. 

THE CHANGE WE WANT TO SEE

We want to help make life better for people who use drugs —
not just through services, but by helping people build
confidence, speak up, and get the respect they deserve.

We want to see:
Stronger voices
Fairer treatment
Better access to help & information
Healthier, safer lives
More dignity & choice

We are working to change how communities and
public servants treat people who use drugs. This
means helping people better understand drug
use and making services more fair, respectful,
and helpful.

We want to see:

More understanding 
Better treatment by services 
Smarter ways of helping

SANPUD works hard to influence the big
systems — like laws and government policies
— that affect people who use drugs - so that
we are treated fairly, included in decisions,
and protected by law instead of punished.

We want to see:

People who use drugs recognised
as a group with a voice
Appropriate language in laws &
policies
Better laws & policies

What change looks like for
people who use drugs

What change looks like
in law & policies 

What change looks like
in communities &

services

Decriminalisation
becoming law
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 In the Medium Term:
Services and policies are more fair and
helpful.
Stigma and discrimination are
challenged.
People who use drugs are included in
planning, research, and decision-making.
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Teach police, health workers and
communities to treat us with respect.
Fight for harm reduction services like
clean needles and safe medicine.
Push government to change laws and
end the punishment of people who
use drugs.

Support each other to become
leaders and speak out.
Build strong local and national
groups of people who use drugs.
Make sure our voices are heard in
health, law, and policy decisions.

A SOUTH AFRICA WHERE WE, AS PEOPLE WHO USE DRUGS, LIVE WITH
FREEDOM, DIGNITY, AND AUTONOMY WITH ACCESS TO EVIDENCE-

AND RIGHTS-BASED HEALTH AND WELLBEING SERVICES.

In the Short Term:
People understand drug use better and treat us with more respect.
More people who use drugs speak up and take the lead.
Communities and services start to change how they work with us.

What Will Change Along the Way?

In the Long Term:
Drug use is no longer a crime.
People who use drugs are treated with dignity and
freedom.
Harm reduction is available everywhere.
Groups of people who use drugs are organised,
visible, and powerful.

Working together: Network
strengthening

What will we do to
drive change?

Speaking  up : Advocacy

OUR VISION
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Increased public understanding of drug use and reduced stigmatising
language in communities and media.
More PWUD stepping forward as leaders and spokespeople.
PWUD formally represented in national and provincial policy platforms.
Service providers (clinics, police, social workers) show improved knowledge
of evidence-based harm reduction.
Families and communities demonstrate greater awareness and empathy.
Early adoption of harm reduction practices in select clinics and services.

SHORT-TERM  (1-2 years)
Laying the groundwork: changes in knowledge, attitudes and early shifts in practice

Services and policies become more fair, inclusive, and evidence-based.
Harm reduction included in national health strategies, budgets, and funding
frameworks.
PWUD networks influencing budget decisions and accountability processes.
Greater recognition of harm reduction services and their benefits across
government and civil society.
Stigma and discrimination actively challenged by health and social service
providers.
Community-led monitoring drives improvements in service access and
quality.

MEDIUM-TERM  (3-5 years)

Systemic change in law, policy, and society
LONG-TERM  (5-10 years)

Shifts in policy, service delivery, and inclusion

Drug use is decriminalised in South Africa; punitive laws and practices
replaced with rights-based approaches.
People who use drugs are treated with dignity and freedom, with their
rights upheld in law and policy.
Sustainable, rights-based harm reduction services are fully integrated
into health and social systems nationwide.
Strong, inclusive PWUD networks visible across provinces, holding
institutions accountable and shaping policy.
PWUD recognised as an organised and legitimate part of civil society,
influencing national and global policy debates.

OUR ROADMAP FOR CHANGE: 
SHORT, MEDIUM & LONG-TERM OBJECTIVES

By strengthening communities and advancing advocacy, SANPUD builds the
foundations for change today, while shaping the systemic shifts in law, policy,

and society that we seek over time.
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BUILDING SANPUD’S STRENGTH
To achieve our vision, SANPUD must be more than a movement for change: we must also be
an organisation that is effective, resilient, and sustainable. This requires deliberate
investment in our internal capacity, systems, and people. We have identified five focus
areas for building organisational strength.

FINANCIAL
SUSTAINABILITY 

Secure multi-year core
funding; strengthen
grant-writing and
reporting; begin linking
MEL with finance to
understand impact costs
and cost-effectiveness. 

Diversify funding sources ;
strengthen MEL-finance
integration to improve
donor accountability and
advocacy.

Establish a robust, mixed-
resource base, e.g.
government partnerships
and social enterprise
models, to secure long-
term sustainability.

GOVERNANCE &
POLICIES

Finalise and implement
policies that reflect
SANPUD’s values;
strengthen policy review
and HR systems; develop
the Board’s role in
oversight.

Develop an active, diverse
Board with expertise in
legal, financial, and
advocacy fields; embed
regular reporting to
SANPUD members as well
as funders.

Mature into a recognised
civil society institution
accountable to members
and the wider PWUD
community, with a proven
track record of transparent
governance.

COORDINATING
MECHANISMS

Clarify team roles and
responsibilities;
establish regular
communication and
decision-making
systems; clarify network
expectations.

Strengthen provincial-
level representation;
establish accountability
systems between national
and local networks.

Operate as a strong
national umbrella with
vibrant, provincial-level
structures coordinated
under a shared framework.

STAFF
DEVELOPMENT

Strengthen job
descriptions and
onboarding processes;
invest in staff wellness
and mentorship for
emerging leaders.

Build a cadre of regional
coordinators and
technical specialists
(legal reform, advocacy,
harm reduction) to
expand SANPUD’s reach.

Maintain a skilled, diverse
workforce with leadership
pathways that keep
SANPUD peer-led and
community-rooted.

STRATEGY &
LEARNING

Strengthen Monitoring,
Evaluation and Learning
framework, with
structured
opportunities for
reflection and
adaptation.

Conduct regular strategic
reviews; use community-
led monitoring data to
inform decisions and
strengthen credibility
with partners.

Serve as a hub for
knowledge generation and
innovation on drug policy
and harm reduction in
Africa, sharing lessons
globally and shaping
regional approaches.

SHORT-TERM:
1-2 YRS

LONG-TERM: 
6-10 YRS

MEDIUM-TERM: 
3-5 YRS
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