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DESCRIPTION OF MODEL 
OF CARE/INTERVENTION
NACOSA mainstreamed particular human rights interventions 
within its harm reduction programme that was implemented 
for PWUD in eight districts (City of Johannesburg, Ekurhuleni, 
Sedibeng, West Rand, Nelson Mandela Bay, City of Cape 
Town, eThekwini and uMgungundlovu) in South Africa 
under a Global Fund grant. Interventions implemented by 
district implementers’ advocacy officers and human rights 
ambassadors were human rights violation (HRV) monitoring, 
sensitisation of high-level stakeholders, community dialogues 

with community members and the facilitation of legal 
literacy sessions with key populations to capacitate 

them to assert their rights. NACOSA oversaw 
the provision of centralized paralegal services 

to which district implementers could refer 
complex violations for legal review. 

EFFECTIVENESS
From 1 April 2022 to 31 August 2025, district 

implementers facilitated 553 sensitizations 
reaching 11943 stakeholders, conducted 200 

community dialogues with 8330 community members 
and educated 6362 people who use drugs on their rights at 

453 legal literacy sessions. 

Since the facilitation of legal literacy sessions, there has been 
an increase in the number of human rights violations reported. 
From 1 April 2022 to 31 August 2025, 22 431 human rights 
violations were reported, with City of Johannesburg citing the 
highest number of violations (6262) and eThekwini reporting 
the second highest number at 4163. Confiscation of needles 
by Law enforcement and communities being the main human 
rights violation reported at 44%. 267 422 sterile needles and 
syringes were reported as confiscated from 1 April 2022 to 31 
August 2025; with humiliation (26%) and assault (23%) being 
the most reported violation thereafter. Metro police (15%), 
Community members (29%) and Police (31%) are reported as 
the main perpetrators of human rights violations.

In December 2023, NACOSA piloted its centralised paralegal 
services which was available to district implementers to 
support their referral and case management of all human 
rights violations reported.  This led to an increase in PWUD 
accessing legal support from 69 in December 2023 to 751 in 
August 2025, with an 89% (729) being successfully linked to 
legal advice. However successful resolution of these matters 
remains challenging due to lack of evidence available from 
PWUD and continued stigma and discrimination existing within 
the legal system. Although paralegals strengthened referral 
pathways to probono legal service providers, the scarcity 
of this legal representation meant that only 2,5% (24) of the 
referrals have successfully accessed legal support.

CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS
People who use Drugs in South Africa face systemic human rights violations from policing, 
health, and social discrimination. Access to legal services remains severely limited by stigma, 
criminalisation, and lack of specialised support. 
Legal literacy amongst key populations and decentralizing human rights violation monitoring and 
response at a community level is key to addressing stigma and discrimination as is consistent 
sensitization of government and community stakeholders. However, formalised interventions that 
support access to justice such as placement of community level paralegals and referral pathways 
to sensitised legal support service providers require further expansion and better resourcing.  
Decriminalisation of drug use and possession for personal use remains a critical advocacy priority to 
not only reduce police abuse but also to improve access to legal services. This coupled with political 
commitment from government for the training and sensitising of policy makers, police, prosecutors, 
and judges on harm reduction will better progress South Africa towards non-punitive drug policy 
reform and access to justice. 

BACKGROUND
In South Africa, People who use drugs (PWUD) often face 
significant human rights violations, which can exacerbate their 
vulnerabilities and hinder harm reduction efforts. People who 
Use Drugs often experience police profiling, forced searches, and 
unlawful detentions. However, these violations continue because 
of barriers to accessing justice due to stigma and discrimination 
in the legal system where PWUD are often not believed when 
reporting crimes such as sexual violence or police abuse. 

Courts and police often dismiss them as “unreliable witnesses” 
due to drug use. Many PWUD avoid reporting human rights 
violations to police or courts because they fear being 
arrested for possession or drug use, especially since 
specialised legal aid or paralegal services are scarce 
for PWUD in South Africa. Sex workers who use drugs 
are further criminalized as drug use and sex work 
is criminalised, making access to justice nearly 
impossible.

Human Rights Violations Gender and Age
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