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THURSDAY, MAY 2 

 

Screening of The House I Live In and Panel discussion with Community Dialogue  
Downtown Buffalo - Hotel @ The Lafayette  

Welcome and Greetings  
Moderators: Robert Granfield, University of Buffalo  

gabriel sayegh, Drug Policy Alliance  

• Mark Grisanti, NYS Senate (R – Buffalo)  

• Crystal Peoples-Stokes, NYS Assembly (D – Buffalo)  

• Sean Ryan, NYS Assembly (D – Buffalo)  

• Jim Anderson, Vice President, Citizen Action of New York; Host, Conversations with Jim 

Anderson  

 

To kick off the conference, there was a screening of The House I Live In and a 

subsequent panel discussion and community dialogue. The documentary The House I 

Live In traces the history of the war on drugs in the United States from the nineteenth 

century to the present. Director Eugene Jarecki uses personal narratives, historical 

material, and news clips to weave together a story that is meant to incite a sense of 

urgency about our current drug policy. The film shows that the war on drugs has 

accounted for 45 million arrests, has damaged communities of color, and created a 

system of mass incarceration in the United States. The film was chosen to be screened at 

the conference because it provides a moving portrayal of the ways the war on drugs has 

effected people in the United States, outlines the problem, and gives a platform for 

beginning to talk about the solution.  

 

Before the movie, Professor Robert Granfield, gabriel sayegh, and elected officials gave 

some introductory remarks. Professor Granfield emphasized that university and 

community partnerships can help facilitate necessary discussions about drug policy. 

Then, gabriel sayegh introduced Senator Grisanti, Assemblywoman Crystal Peoples-

Stokes, and Assemblyman Sean Ryan. Senator Grisanti talked about the financial stress 

“stop and frisk” puts on New York State, Assemblywoman Stokes thanked the audience 

for their advocacy on drug policy, and Assemblyman Ryan talked about addressing issues 

of pharmaceutical drug abuse.   

 
 Moderator: asha bandele, Director, Advocacy Grants Program, Drug Policy Alliance  

• Karima Amin, Founder/Director, Prisoners are People Too, Inc.  

• Nuno Capaz, Vice President, Dissuasion Commission of Lisbon, Ministry of Health, Portugal  

• Soffiyah Elijah, Executive Director, Correctional Association of NY  

• Elizabeth Glazer, Deputy Secretary for Public Safety, New York  

• Svante Myrick, Mayor of Ithaca  

• Christopher St. John, Producer, The House I Live In  

 

After the film, asha bandele moderated a panel of seven speakers who engaged the 

audience in a discussion about the future of drug policy in New York. asha bandele 

started the discussion by encouraging participants to feel the fierce urgency of now and 

focus on solutions. She asked the audience, “what is the cost of a slow learning curve?” 
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before she asked Christopher St. John, producer of The House I Live In, to comment on 

the intended impact of the film. St. John told the audience that the film does not provide 

any answers but is rather a movie about what has happened and what is going on now. He 

followed up by saying that it is thrilling to see it being played at events like this across 

the country and that he hopes it could be a first step towards drawing attention to the 

problem.  

 

Moving on to Karima Amin, Founder/Director of Prisoners are People Too, asha bandele 

asked how advocacy workers would involve the very people who are most effected by the 

drug war. Amin said that there are people who do not believe prisoners deserve humane 

treatment and we need to be proactive so we can insure people impacted by drugs receive 

humane treatment. She ended by saying, “we all need to get together and work on this.” 

 

asha bandele then asked Elizabeth Glazer, New York Deputy Secretary for Public Safety, 

to talk about the Core Cities Initiative. Elizabeth Glazer said that New York State does 

not currently invest in a way that makes sense to the needs of the people so policymakers 

are working in a focused way to “hotwire” resources together to solve a lot of problems at 

once. She ended by echoing that many problems facing inner cities are connected and 

also echoed other people on the panel and in the audience by saying that drug use should 

be considered a public health problem and not a criminal justice problem.  

 

Next, asha bandele asked Mayor Svante Myrick, Mayor of Ithaca, what role cities and 

municipalities could play in shifting the conversation about drug war away from 

criminalization. Myrick, who at twenty-six years old is the youngest mayor Ithaca has 

ever had, shared that his father had been addicted to crack cocaine. He went on to say that 

because his father’s addition led to frequent arrests, as a child he was cast into 

homelessness. He believes that cities are the frontline of democracy and can be 

considered “laboratories of democracy.” He explained that Ithaca is addressing drug 

policy on a local level by directing police to not arrest people who have small amounts of 

marijuana.  

 

The question given to Soffiyah Elijah, Executive Director of the Correctional Association 

of New York, was how can non-profits work together more effectively and how can we 

work with them? Elijah shared that her initiation to the war on drugs came as a 17 year 

old student at Cornell University when her high-school sweetheart was arrested for heroin 

use and sent to an upstate prison. She said that we cloud out our vision by thinking that 

the good fight for legislation is the end of the battle because this makes us forget that 

implementation and monitoring requires our commitment to improve lives of human 

beings.  

 

Nuno Capaz, Vice President of the Dissuasion Commission of Lisbon Ministry of Health, 

Portugal, talked about the Portugal’s decriminalization of drug use. Portugal has a policy 

that there are no criminal penalties for drug use and can be a model, although not 

necessarily the ultimate solution, for other countries who rely on the criminal justice 
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system. Capaz found one of the most disturbing thing about The House I Live In to be 

that for some people the drug war in America has been a success. He went on to say that, 

because the criminal justice system does not deal with health, drug policy should not rely 

on the criminal justice system to treat addiction or mental illness.  

 

During a question and answer period an audience member voiced frustration over the fact 

that many drug arrests are not connected with violent crime or distribution. The panel 

responded with equal frustration and said that, by making drugs illegal, the criminal 

justice system was making criminals. Christopher St. John added that talking about drug 

policies as a “drug war” provides a good rallying cry but framing policies in this way 

makes it much harder to find solutions. He said when you start breaking the “drug war” 

into constituent parts it seems more manageable and something that one could tackle.  

 

Mayor Myrick said that every group has an “other” they target and that it can be useful 

for us to look beyond the clear race issue of the drug war to issues of class. Deputy 

Secretary Glazer said that she was optimistic and believed that there has been a sea 

change in the way people talk about drugs. She said that politicians should continue to 

follow path that the Blueprint laid out which is follow the science and focus on treatment.   

 

asha bandele finished the program by saying that she agreed with some things and 

disagreed with some things. She was hesitant to say that the drug war has anything to do 

with class and implied that it was a race issue. She was also hesitant to say that there was 

consensus on whether Americans believe a drug-free society is possible and was skeptical 

as to whether there has been a sea change in how people think about drugs. She ended by 

saying that what she and all the panelists agreed on was that human lives matter and that 

“we are the ones we have been waiting for.”  

 

FRIDAY, MAY 3RD 

 

Conference Hosts Welcome – Grand Ballroom 
Ramada Hotel and Conference Center 

 
Conference Hosts Welcome – Grand Ballroom 

 Robert Granfield, University at Buffalo  

 gabriel sayegh, Drug Policy Alliance  

 

UB Welcome 

 Lynn Kozlowski, Ph.D., Professor of Community Health and Health Behavior and Dean of the 

School of Public Health and Health Professions, University at Buffalo  
 

Robert Granfield from the Baldy Center at the University of Buffalo and gabriel sayegh 

from the Drug Policy Alliance provided introductory remarks. Professor Granfield 

emphasized that the purpose of the conference was to foster a discussion about more 

humane ways to construct drug policy. He told the audience that “while we may not 

always agree what our drug policy should be, there is broad consensus that what we are 

http://www.drugpolicy.org/blueprint
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currently doing is not working very well.” Professor Granfield went on to say that 

solutions must be guided by comprehensive inputs by a variety of communities including 

social workers, community leaders, physicians, policy makers, and people who use drugs. 

He concluded by saying that, to fully understand and engage with the problems and 

possible solutions to drug policy, the conference panels bring together a wide variety of 

speakers.  

 

gabriel sayegh, from the Drug Policy Alliance, thanked the Baldy Center and the 

University of Buffalo for their support before he introduced Lynn Kozlowski. He 

reiterated that one of the main objectives of the conference was to foster discussion about 

drug policy and to create a space where people from different silos could have cross-

disciplinary discussions. Lynn Kozlowski, Professor of Community Health and Health 

Behavior and Dean of the School of Public Health and Health Professions at the 

University of Buffalo, began his introductions by telling the audience that drug policy 

more often than not promotes death and disability. He then told the audience that they are 

likely supporters of social justice and laid out some moral foundations of opposition to 

harm reduction.  

 

Introduction and Keynote – Grand Ballroom 

 
Introduction of Keynote  

 Ruth Finkelstein, Sc.D., Senior Vice President for Policy and Planning, The New York 

Academy of Medicine  

 

Keynote  

 Elizabeth Glazer, Deputy Secretary for Public Safety, New York  

 

Ruth Finkelstein, Senior Vice President for Policy and Planning at The New York 

Academy of Medicine, began her introduction of Elizabeth Glazer by saying that kids in 

trouble are an indication of communities in trouble. She went on to say that the way New 

York State deals with drug users and the approach New York State takes to drug policy is 

broken because these policies do not result in decreasing drug use. She told the audience, 

incarceration is up four fold and it affects not only the person incarcerated, but also their 

family and their communities. Mass incarceration is a negative health determinant in 

communities, she argued. Arrests damage communities the arrests and are not happening 

because there is inherently something wrong in those communities. She concluded by 

saying that we have to take bold risks and have conversations that make us uncomfortable 

because unless we are all desperately uncomfortable we are not doing the work we need 

to do.  

 

Elizabeth Glazer, Deputy Secretary for Public Safety, told the audience that arrests are 

not going to solve the problem because we cannot arrest ourselves out of this situation. 

She went on to say that we are seeing a positive cultural shift in the way New York State 

residents view mass incarceration. She said that there has been such a decrease in the 

number of people incarcerated for drug use that Governor Cuomo closed seven prisons in 
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his first term. She said that, although the majority of the people now in state custody are 

there for violent crimes, we still use incarceration too much. She pointed to the fact that 

the United States has 5% of world’s population and 25% of its prisoners. Also, she 

pointed out that New York State pays three billion dollars into the prison system every 

year. 

 

After quoting these statistics she told that audience that the broad consensus in New York 

State is that we can do better. But she said New York State is still struggling to find ways 

to reduce crime and mass incarceration. She suggested that public health model is 

something New York State should be following as it tries to figure out these harms. She 

said we needed to set goals and make plans because “a goal without a plan is just a wish.” 

To set goals, we should follow the science and recognize the links between many subject 

areas, she said. She told the audience that we needed to work to cut down on reoffending. 

Early interventions can reduce repeat reoffending New York State so that is what New 

York State has been focusing its efforts on, she said. Additionally, New York State was 

focused on creating jobs for those coming out of prison.  

 

Glazer painted a rosy outlook of drug policy in New York State and alluded to many 

areas of progress. She told the audience that across the State there was a fantastic group 

of providers, but it is very uneven. She said that we do not always have the right places 

providing the right services and substance abuse services are one of those services.  

She said that employment is the top need for the formally incarcerated but substance 

abuse treatment is the service most readily available. She claimed that what ends up 

happening is people get released from prisons and put into a substance abuse program 

because it is there, it is highly funded, and is Medicaid eligible. She is working on a plan 

that will get resources to address the full array of services people need, specifically 

services to assist in post-incarceration employment.  

 

She told the audience that we need to change the culture of “being tough on crime” which 

has emphatically not worked and, furthermore, that we need to get legislators to a point 

where they will seem tough on crime by supporting programming. She said that it is just 

too expensive to lock everybody up when we know there is programming that will keep 

people out of prison. She concluded by telling the audience that we have to do 

uncomfortable things and make cross connections between people, money, and practice. 

To create better policies, she told the audience, we have to understand that there are 

connections across a whole host of areas and, most importantly, we should focus on the 

science.  

 

Opening Plenary: Drug Policy Today – Where are we now? – Grand Ballroom 
 

Moderator: Ruth Finkelstein, Sc.D., Senior Vice President for Policy and Planning, The New 

York Academy of Medicine  

• Pastor James Giles, Back to Basic Ministries  

• Kenneth E. Leonard, Ph.D., Director, Research Institute on Addictions and Professor of 

Psychiatry, Department of Psychiatry, University at Buffalo  
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• Alison Holcomb, Author of Initiative 502 and Drug Policy Director, ACLU of Washington 

State  

• Jerry Otero, Lead Support Specialist, Partnership at DrugFree.org.  

• Craig Reinarman, Ph.D., Professor, Departments of Sociology and Legal Studies, University 

of California, Santa Cruz  

• David Soares, Albany County District Attorney  
 

Ruth Finkelstein, Senior Vice President for Policy and Planning at The New York 

Academy of Medicine, told the audience work that reframes drug policy issues in a 

different way - like the Blueprint – should be immediately adopted by the leaders of 

tomorrow. She said, that this country is currently treating a chronic, relapsing condition 

with punishment and, further, that incentives and policies in different parts of political 

system do not fit together. She told the audience that this panel was going to focus, not 

only on how things are right now, but what the direction moving forward could be.  

 

The first speaker on the panel, Pastor James Giles from Back to Basics Ministries began 

by telling the audience that he used and sold heroin for twenty-five years in New York 

State. He was arrested and went to a drug commission rather than prison and stopped 

using heroin. For last twenty years, this has fueled his passion to counter act the drug 

culture across New York State. He said that it does not make sense for a government 

driven by finances to imprison people and that it is important to develop mentoring 

programs for drug users, but we need proper personnel to execute that vision.  

 

The next speaker, Alison Holcomb, Author of Initiative 502 and Drug Policy Director at 

the ACLU of Washington State, told the audience that Initiative 502 was not just about 

ending socially and racially unjust arrests but rather an effort to replace war on drugs 

with new approach. She told the audience that we have to change the law by coming up 

with a solution and figure out how we need to invest in order to shift from a criminal 

justice model to a public health model. She went on to say that although the law seems 

very permanent and we feel like we have to get it right the first time, when you look at 

law as a tool of change, you can see that now is the time and you can draft something 

even if it does not reach a consensus.  

 

Next, Kenneth E. Leonard, Director of the Research Institute on Addictions and Professor 

of Psychiatry at the Department of Psychiatry at the University of Buffalo started by 

telling the audience that understanding why people use drugs is a complicated issue. He 

said that one metaphor for understanding why people use drugs is addiction as disease. 

He believes some elements of that metaphor are useful and other elements are not. He 

said we have gone through period where we see drugs as choice and crime, which is not 

particularly useful. He asked the audience to think of the use of drugs as a developmental 

pathway. This would mean thinking of drug use as a series of choices made throughout 

someone’s lifetime. He then said that drug use is in part due to biological, social, and 

environmental issues. This metaphor allows us to align pathway to drug use with pathway 

to alcoholism and violence. Developmental pathway model helps us think about what the 

first steps on that pathway. This should lead us to think about interventions from pre-
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natal to age two. We need to focus on relationships, specifically mentoring. The pathways 

model should alert us to the fact that there are positive pathways. It also helps us think 

about pathways out of addiction.  

 

The next panelist, David Soares, Albany County District Attorney, began his comments 

by saying that the criminal justice system is a place meant to deal with crime and that it is 

not qualified to deal with addiction and mental health issues. He said that part of the 

problem in the dialogue is that the police are viewed as the enemy. He told the audience 

that Albany is confronted with a lot of challenging issues that they do not have answers 

for and that most police just want to do the work they signed up for and not deal with 

people who have addiction and mental health issues. He concluded that what we need to 

do is get people to the table to get them to understand that these issues are much more 

than addiction and require a different set of responses than the criminal justice system can 

provide.  

 

The next panelist, Craig Reinarman, Professor at the Departments of Sociology and Legal 

Studies at the University of California Santa Cruz, told the audience that more young 

people were involved in the sale of drugs after Rockefeller Drug Laws and more guns 

were used. He told the audience that drug problems persist and that the drug policy 

reform movement has been catalyzed largely by Drug Policy Alliance. He further said 

that the drug policy reform movement has grown, not only because people are coming to 

understand the consequences of the drug war, but also because the drug war is a civil 

rights issue, which has expanded and enlivened the constituency. He told the audience the 

idea that we are going to be a drug-free America is nonsense and that we need to think 

differently as a culture and society about how we handle these things. He also said the 

idea that there is a bright clear line between people who use drugs and people who do not 

is completely false. He concluded that this is not a war on drugs, it is a war on certain 

drug users in certain neighborhoods and that we should have a growing awareness that 

the “cure” of locking people up is worse than the disease. Finally he encouraged the 

audience to move away from a criminal justice approach to a public health approach.  

 

The final panelist, Jerry Otero, Leader Support Specialist from Partnership at 

DrugFree.org, began by saying that his organization envisions a world where kids can 

grow up free of drugs and that he would be talking about prevention. He defined 

prevention is any activity that reduces the likelihood of people using drugs and said that 

policies that regulate drugs need to be given priority. Midway through the presentation an 

audience member questioned appropriateness of a representative from DrugFree.org 

speaking at Leading the Way because Purdue Pharma, one of the main producers of 

opiate pain medication, funds DrugFree.org. Otero went on to say that educational 

opportunities should be provided to kids so they can have the cultural capital needed to 

make decisions about prevention. He told the audience that the dollar value of prevention 

efforts is enormous and that too little money is spent on drug prevention. He concluded 

by saying that prevention efforts should focus on helping communities increase their own 
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capacity for providing help to the people in their communities and, further, that 

prevention efforts should always be evidence based. 

 

During the question and answer period, an audience member commented that everyone 

spoke from their siloed position except for the District Attorney and then asked the panel 

how they would propose to work together. Allison Holcomb told the audience member 

that those who worked on Initiative 502 went to their opponents first to find a middle 

ground because they recognized that they had to sit down with people that made them the 

most uncomfortable if they wanted to break down silos. Craig Reinarman stepped in and 

said that there is a remarkable amount of effort to talk across silos and while we need 

more of it, but that he thought this panel showed that there has been a lot of cross talk 

between silos.  

 

 

Prevention Pillar: Rethinking Prevention for Healthier, Safer Communities – Grand 

Ballroom 
 

Moderator: Robert Granfield, Ph.D., Professor of Sociology and Co-Director of the Strategic 

Strength in Civic Engagement and Public Policy, University at Buffalo  

• Dessa Bergen-Cico, Ph.D., Assistant Professor, Department of Public Health at Syracuse 

University and a Certified Addiction Specialist  

• Nuno Capaz, Vice President, Dissuasion Commission of Lisbon, Ministry of Health, Portugal  

• R. Lorraine Collins, Ph.D., Professor, Department of Community Health and Health Behavior 

Associate Dean for Research School of Public Health and Health Professions, University at 

Buffalo  

• Nathan Hare, Executive Director, Community Action Organization of Erie County  

• Tracy Pugh, MHS, Policy Associate, The New York Academy of Medicine  

• Marilyn Scales, VOCAL New York leader and Community Public Health Worker at New York 

Harm Reduction Educators  
 

Robert Granfield, Professor of Sociology and Co-Director of the Strategic Strength in 

Civic Engagement and Public Policy at the University of Buffalo, introduced a panel on 

prevention strategies that promote healthy families, protect children and youth, prevent or 

delay the start of substance use among young people, reduce harm associated with 

substance use, and improve the health of the community overall. He began by discussing 

how the criminal justice paradigm mitigates or interferes with drug problems. He went on 

to argue that effective prevention deals with information, normative messages, relevance, 

and engagement of problematic activities. He told the audience that prevention has been 

seen as employing school-based programs for drug use but that this has not been effective 

because it has not been evidence based.  

 

Nathan Hare, Executive Director of the Community Action Organization of Erie County, 

began by telling the audience that he believes that there is no war on drugs, but a war on 

unemployment and poor education. He told the audience that this is why his organization 

offers drug replacement therapy for people with opiate addiction and programs for their 

their children.  
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The next panelist, Marilyn Scales, VOCAL New York leader and Community Public 

Health Worker at New York Harm Reduction Educators, focused her discussion on 

approaching individual users rather than communities. She told the audience that drug 

use can be a reaction to a particular traumatic event and not necessarily based on the 

community. She encouraged the audience to think about replacing the negative factors in 

a drug user’s life in addition to drug replacement therapies.  

 

Dessa Bergen-Cico, Assistant Professor at the Department of Public Health at Syracuse 

University and Certified Addiction Specialist, contrasted European and American 

approaches to drug prevention. After stating that Europe has a much more public health 

based approach to policy, Bergen-Cico told the audience that real prevention is distant 

from drug education. The next panelist, Nuno Capaz, Vice President of Dissuasion 

Commission of Lisbon, Portugal Ministry of Health told the audience about the 

decriminalization of drug use in Portugal. He told the audience that Portugal came to 

conclusion that a drug-free society would not be possible and that the criminal justice 

system was not best place to deal with drug users.  

 

R. Lorraine Collins told the audience that she had spent the last couple of decades 

looking at substance use of emerging young adults. She told the audience that substance 

abuse is a biological, psychological, and social issue. She said that we need to think on 

different levels to solve problems. She asked, how you determine whether something was 

successful and noted that prevention is not the same across countries or people. She 

challenged participants to create a new or better vocabulary for prevention efforts. 

 

Tracy Pugh, Policy Associate at the New York Academy of Medicine, said she has 

reviewed the research on how community and place affect drug use. She asked 

participants to think about what prevention might look like if it were focused on 

improving the places and communities where people live. 

 

Harm Reduction Pillar: Beyond Seat Belts and Syringe Exchange – Ellicott room  

 

 

Moderator: Julie Netherland, Ph.D., Deputy State Director, New York, Drug Policy Alliance 

• Iva E Carruthers, Ph.D., General Secretary, Samuel DeWitt Proctor Conference, Inc.  

• Peter Christ, Captain (retired), Town of Tonawanda Police Department; Co-Founder, Law 

Enforcement Against Prohibition  

• Patricia Erickson, Ph.D., Department of Sociology and Centre of Criminology, University of 

Toronto 

• Kassandra Frederique, MSW, Policy Coordinator, Drug Policy Alliance  

• Maurice Lacey, Executive Director of Faith Mission Crisis Center, Professor, School of Social 

Work, Fordham University 

• Juan Carlos Puyana, MD FRCSC FACS FACCP, President, Pan-American Trauma Society; 

Director Global Health – Surgery, University of Pittsburgh – Division of Trauma and Acute Care 

Surgery (invited 
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Moderator Julie Netherland, Deputy State Director, New York, Drug Policy Alliance, 

began the panel by asking how we can push harm reduction beyond individual 

interventions. She argued that we need to re-conceptualize harm reduction and see 

structural and community-level interventions as an additional place to employ harm 

reduction strategies. While strategies to reduce harm have focused on public health 

models of individual behavior change, it is conceivable that harm reduction could happen 

at a higher level. She asked, for instance, if we could devise harm reduction strategies 

that address racial disparities or intervene at the community level to minimize the 

emotional, physical, and psychological harm of drugs and drug policies? 

 

First to speak, Iva E. Curruthers, General Secretary, Samuel DeWitt Proctor Conference, 

encouraged the audience to think about what happens when people encounter 

uncomfortable conversations about race. She went on to say that Richard Nixon’s 

statement that the problem is poor, urban black people was the philosophical 

underpinning of the drug war.  

 

Next, Peter Christ, Town of Tonawanda Police Department, Co-Founder, Law 

Enforcement Against Prohibition, encouraged the panel and the audience to focus on 

what we are able to do and now what we would like to do. He noted that there were 

valuable lessons to be learned from alcohol prohibition. 

 

Patricia Erickson, Department of Sociology and Centre of Criminology at the University 

of Toronto, suggested that, instead of being concerned with use levels, we should be 

concerned with consequences of use.  

 

Kassandra Frederique, Policy Coordinator at the Drug Policy Alliance, told the audience 

that “the war on drugs is doing pretty well for what it was intended to do” because the 

war on drugs has never been about drugs, it has always been about control and 

investment in the status quo. She argued that working on issues of mass incarceration is 

harm reduction and, if we are really talking about harm reduction, we need to figure out 

what outcomes we are trying to get.  

 

Maurice Lacey, Executive Director of Faith Mission Crisis Center, Professor School of 

Social Work at Fordham University, said that in America we are experts at othering folks. 

He went on to say that the problem with evidence-based practice is that not everyone is 

involved in choosing what the evidence is.  

 

During the question and answer period, a question from the audience prompted the panel 

to discuss what the impact of white, middle-class Americans being affected by the drug 

war would be. The panel and many audience members agreed that when drug problems in 

our society start to affect the white middle class community, policy will start to change. 

One audience member declared, “if the white kids at Cornell were being busted at the 

same rate as those in Bedford Stuyvesant the drug war would become an issue.” 
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Another audience member asked why the word “race” or “racism” is not used more 

explicitly in the discussion about drug policy. Julie Netherland responded, “in short, 

white privilege,” and Maurice Lacey followed up by saying that people use coded 

language because talking about race is seen as impolite. Kassandra Frederique added that 

that racial impact statements should be required alongside policy proposals.  
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AFTERNOON CONCURRENT SESSIONS 

 

Public Safety Pillar: Improving Public Safety Through Collaboration Across Sectors – 

Grand Ballroom 

  
Moderator: Lorenzo Jones, Executive Director, A Better Way Foundation 

• Judy Greene, Founder, Justice Strategies  

• Tara Lyons, Ph.D., Postdoctoral Research Fellow, British Columba Centre for Excellence in 

HIV/AIDS 

• Sam Magavern, Co-director, Partnership for the Public Good; Professor, University at Buffalo, 

Cornell University 

• Teresa Miller, Professor, University at Buffalo School of Law  

• Divine Pryor, Executive Director, Center for NuLeadership on Urban Solutions  

• Beverly McClain, Medical Marijuana Patient  
 

Moderator Lorenzo Jones, Executive Director of A Better Way Foundation, started off 

the panel with the need to engage community members and collaborate between sectors.  

 

Tara Lyons, Post Doctoral Research Fellow at the British Columbia Centre for 

Excellence in HIV/AIDS, started off by saying that her university is on land taken from 

Native Americans and that police brutality continues in marginalized communities in 

Vancouver.  

 

Next, Teresa Millar, Professor, University at Buffalo School of Law, began talking about 

harm reduction in prison and said that crime declines rapidly as men age. She went on to 

argue that it is not okay for prisons to be run as a job-creation program for post-industrial 

rural New York State communities.  

 

Divine Pryor, Executive Director, Center for NuLeadership on Urban Solutions, brought 

up that people are arrested downstate and locked up upstate. He noted that this creates 

jobs upstate, while dislocating people from their families downstate.  

 

Beverly McClain, Medical Marijuana Patient, talked about how current drug laws prevent 

her from getting medicine that would help her manage her cancer. She said that legalizing 

marijuana for medical use is a form of harm reduction. Addressing Governor Cuomo’s 

comment that “now is not the time to legalize marijuana, Beverly McClain noted, 

“terminal cancer patients do not have time to waste.” 

 

Lorenzo Jones ended the panel by stating that everyone has a right to be comfortable in 

their community, which means both being free to use medical marijuana and to not be 

subject to stop-and-frisk and other biased policing policies.  
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Treatment and Recovery Pillar: Re-envisioning Treatment for the 21st Century – Ellicott 

room 
 

Moderator: Tina Reynolds, MSW,  Executive Director, Women On the Rise Telling HerStory 

(WORTH) 

• Jeffrion Aubry, Speaker Pro Tempore, New York State Assembly  

• Robert Cordero, Executive Director, CitiWide Harm Reduction 

• Laura Elliott-Engel, Executive Director, Council on Addiction Recovery Services  

• Avi Israel, Father, Founder, Save the Michaels of the World,  

• Thomas H. Nochajski, Ph.D., Professor, School of Social Work, University at Buffalo 

• Susan Shepherd, Manager, Toronto Drug Strategy Secretariat, Toronto Public Health  
 

Tina Reynolds, Executive Director of Women on the Rise Telling HerStory, introduced 

the panel exploring how New York can realize truly accessible and effective recovery 

support systems for all communities.  

 

The first panelist, Susan Shepherd, Toronto Drug Strategy Secretariat, spoke about the 

strategies used in Toronto’s drug treatment system. Shepherd brought up the idea that 

drugs are the only health issue where we use the language of “abuse” and called on the 

audience to develop less judgmental language. She went on to say that people in Toronto 

stop seeking services and do not get help when they are stigmatized and marginalized.  

 

The next panelist, Thomas Nochajski, Professor at the School of Social Work at the 

University of Buffalo, said that academics need to start talking with community partners 

in order to bring people together.  

 

Laura Elliott-Engel, Executive Director of the Council on Addiction Recovery Services, 

asked how we move to a place where our communities are telling us what they need and 

directing our practice. She emphasized that if people are good organizers they listen to 

their community even when there is a lot of tension.  

 

Avi Israel, Founder of Save the Michaels of the World, told a moving story about the 

death of his son and called for greater doctor accountability. He said it is time to start 

caring about the community of prescription drug users, and it has got to start with the 

prescribers. He argued that we are a society that relies on fast fixes so our medical 

community writes prescriptions instead of spending time with patients.  

 

Robert Cordero, Executive Director, CitiWide Harm Reduction, started off by telling the 

audience that harm reduction was about treatment, prevention, and public safety. He 

asked why a drug user would go to a hospital only to be greeted by a security guard and 

pharmacy with bars on the windows.  

 

Jeffrion Aubry, Speaker Pro Tempore from the New York State Assembly, started off his 

comments by emphasizing that race matters. He told audience members that it is the 

people of the State of New York that need to force change because elected officials 
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cannot do it without the support of the people.  He said, to have security dominating 

mental healthcare in a prison system is infuriating. 

 

Questions from the audience prompted Laura Elliot Engel to discuss individual harm 

reduction measures. She argued that delaying the age of onset of experimentation is 

probably the best we are going to get. Avi Israel expressed his frustration with the 

medical system by saying that there is “mandated stupidity” toward problem drug users. 

An emotional question about how to change the way medical professionals treat parents 

of children addicted to drugs came from a mother whose daughter died from a heroin 

overdose. The question brought up a conversation about stigma and fighting stigma.  

 

Closing Plenary: Leading the Way on Drug Policy – Grand Ballroom 
Moderator: gabriel sayegh, State Director, New York, Drug Policy Alliance 

• Nuno Capaz, Vice President, Dissuasion Commission of Lisbon, Ministry of Health, Portugal 

• Robert E. Fullilove, EdD, Associate Dean for Community and Minority Affairs; Professor of 

Clinical Sociomedical Sciences; Co-director of the Community Research Group, Columbia 

University 

• Jennifer Mecozzi, Director of Community Organizing, PUSH Buffalo 

• Susan Shepherd, Manager, Toronto Drug Strategy Secretariat, Toronto Public Health 

• Kima Joy Taylor, MD, MPH, Program Director, National Drug Addiction Treatment and Harm 

Reduction, Open Society Foundations 

• Marsha Weissman, Ph.D., Executive Director, Center for Community Alternatives  
 

gabriel sayegh opened up the closing plenary by saying that conferences like Leading the 

Way help us understand this moment in our nation’s history and give us a narrative for 

what is going on. He noted we are at a point of real transition; few people advocate for a 

drug war, but we need to find new solutions. He told the audience to think about what 

would happen if there were city-based drug policies and encouraged the panelists to talk 

about what the future looks like and where we could go next.  

 

Marsha Weissman, Executive Director Center for Community Alternatives, started off 

the panel by talking about how conversations around drug policies have changed. She 

warned the audience about getting comfortable after the recent victories, like the 

Rockefeller Drug Law reforms, because there are still a number of things we need to fight 

for.  

 

Kima Joy Taylor, Program Director of the National Drug Addiction Treatment and Harm 

Reduction Open Society Foundations, was asked about the Affordable Care Act (ACA) 

and drug treatment in medical care facilities. She said that the ACA is going to increase 

access to services and treatment in the community. It is going to take people working 

together to use the ACA strategically to keep people out of the criminal justice system. 

She said it may be helpful to talk about drug addiction as a chronic disease because health 

care providers will understand “substance use disorder” or disease over “addiction,” 

because “addiction” has baggage. She concluded by encouraging the audience to talk to 

health care practitioners in addition to public health providers.  
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Robert Fullilove, Professor of Clinical Sociomedical Sciences, Columbia University, 

talked about his experience teaching incarcerated people through the Bard Prison 

Initiative. He encouraged the audience to identify people who can get the word out about 

ACA and particular to engage people who can talk to people in their community about 

ACA and provide peer support.  

 

Susan Shepherd, Manager of the Toronto Drug Strategy Secretariat, talked about the 

value of health care and how universal health care has shaped city-based drug policy in 

Canada. She talked about how, even though Canada has a health care system, there is still 

unequal implementation of drug treatment. She told the audience that Toronto is bringing 

people around the table who do not always work together. A large proportion of the 

people who make decisions in Toronto are current drug users. She told the audience that 

the opportunity to sit across a policy table with police officers and drug users has been 

integral to the creation and maintaining of drug policy in Toronto. Concluding, she said, 

that cities should work together to make changes to drug policy.  

 

Nuno Capaz, Vice President Dissuasion Commission of Lisbon of the Ministry of Health 

Portugal, was asked to share insights from the Portugal and told the audience that we all 

have a long way to go and that we need to work together with politicians to implement 

evidence based practices. He encouraged the audience to aim at the local level rather than 

the national level because if you want to change the lives of people you have to start on 

the ground.  

 

Jennifer Mecozzi, Director of Community Organizing at PUSH Buffalo, said people on 

the ground do not know the statistics and information to get themselves help. She told the 

audience she wanted to talk about issues on the ground and encouraged the conference 

leaders to invite the people directly affected by the war on drugs. She ended by telling the 

audience that stigma is a real problem for those affected by drugs and the drug war. 

 

During the question and answer, Avi Israel, Founder of Save the Michaels of the World, 

asked how we could go about making people aware of drug issues when they are not 

personally affected? Jennifer Mecozzi said that it is stories like Avi’s that inform and 

rally people. Robert Fullilove said there are more people affected by drug-related deaths 

than people think and encourage participants to find them and bring them into organizing.  

 


