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40 states treat unused syringes as "proof" of drug use, so people are scared to carry them.
25 states force HIV tests on people arrested for sex work, with no promise the results stay
private. Overdose is the #1 cause of accidental death in the U.S., and most of these deaths
are preventable.

01.
Education and Outreach
— safer-use tips and
"know your rights"
guides for sex workers.

02.
Syringe Access
Programs — unused
needles in, used needles
out, safely.

03. Supervised
Consumption Services —
legal sites where medical
staff can respond fast if
something goes wrong.

04. Emergency Medical
Response — training
community members to
reverse overdoses with
naloxone.

05. Health Services and
Support — free,
judgment-free care,
sometimes delivered by
mobile units.

06.
Decriminalization — no
arrest risk means people
can stay safer.

What Harm Reduction Looks Like In PracticeWhat Harm Reduction Looks Like In PracticeWhat Harm Reduction Looks Like In Practice

What is Harm Reduction?What is Harm Reduction?What is Harm Reduction?
Harm reduction is defined by the National Harm Reduction Coalition as “a set of
practical strategies and ideas aimed at reducing negative consequences associated
with drug use.” Harm reduction keeps people safe. It doesn't judge people for sex
work or drug use — it just tries to lower the risks. It puts safety, rights, and dignity first.
The idea is simple: meet people where they are.

Where Are We Now?Where Are We Now?Where Are We Now?
Criminalization is a huge barrier to harm
reduction. Fear of police is the #1 reason
people don't call 911 during an overdose,
even when it could save a life, and fear of
arrest keeps people from asking for help
or being honest with doctors. 

Criminalizing drug use and sex work adds
another layer of risk, making it harder for
people to access harm reduction tools and
services that keep them safe. These
policies undermine harm reduction efforts
by punishing people for drug use or sex
work:

"Condoms as evidence" laws let police
in some cities treat carrying condoms
as proof of sex work — so people carry
less protection, not more. 

Syringe laws punish carrying unused
needles, hitting transgender people
who use needles for hormones
especially hard. 
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3. Expand Medicaid
coverage for harm
reduction — free up
syringe programs,
addiction medication,
fentanyl test strips, and
naloxone should be
covered, not out of reach
due to a lack of funds.

3. Decriminalize sex
work and end "condoms
as evidence" policies.

1. End the War on Drugs
and ditch drug-induced
homicide laws and
mandatory minimums,
which have fueled mass
incarceration of Black
and Latine communities
through harsher drug
sentences.

1. Repeal or modernize
state HIV
criminalization laws
and drop sentence
enhancements for sex
workers or drug users
living with HIV.

2. Fund syringe access
and supervised
consumption programs
— and stop capping or
criminalizing syringe
possession.

Visa rules still make people disclose sex
work or drug use history just to travel.
Under U.S. immigration policy,
applicants who have engaged in sex
work within ten years of applying for
entry or used drugs may be deemed
inadmissible and denied a visa.

The passage of federal laws
SESTA/FOSTA knocked sex workers off
the websites they used to screen clients
safely, pushing more work onto the
streets and raising the risk of violence.

Scan this QR code to
see this factsheet,

citations, and more
resources on our

website!

What Can Be Done?What Can Be Done?What Can Be Done?

2. Repeal SESTA/FOSTA
— stop pushing sex work
further underground.

And a huge shout out to our past intern Treasure Welle for writing our updated 2026 factsheets!

https://www.pwn-usa.org/harm-red-decrim-sex-work-factsheet-2026/
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