
METHODS 
This project used a community-based participatory research 

(CBPR) framework to guide the research design, data 

collection and analysis, and included community members, 

community-based organizations and academic researchers in 

all stages of the research process. 10 participants were 

recruited from a sample of 141 participants who completed a 

quantitative street-based survey. The study consisted of semi-

structured interviews with people who use illicit drugs and 

have been red zoned. Trained peer researchers conducted the 

interviews in July 2013 which gathered in-depth data on 

participants’ experiences with red zones. A thematic analysis 

was conducted to identify key themes from the data.  

CONCLUSION 
This project provides new insights into how red zone 

restrictions may increase the marginalization, 

criminalization, and vulnerability of people who use drugs. 

Red zones limit people who use drugs’ access to health, 

social and harm reduction services and social 

relationships, thereby adversely affecting health outcomes 

and increasing risk of HIV infection.  
 

“I think the best way to learn about this stuff and to make 

changes is to ask those that it’s affecting the most.” 
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BACKGROUND 
A red zone is imposed by the police to ban an individual from 

being within a specific geographical area for a specific period 

of time. In Ottawa, the most common red zone areas are also 

home to the majority of Ottawa’s health and social service 

organizations. This study was designed to determine the 

impact of red zone area restrictions on access to health, social 

and harm reduction services, drug use, safe injection 

practices and HIV risk among people who use drugs in 

Ottawa’s ByWard Market.  
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MARGINALIZATION 
 

Red zones reinforced unequal power dynamics 

and systematic inequality.  The use of red zones is 

subjective and punitive and increased mistrust in 

the police. 

 

“Police officers…pick and choose who they want 

to talk with and who they don’t want to talk with 

and…they’re very, very, ignorant and they’re 

very mean to users here, you know.” 
 

CRIMINALIZATION 
 

Participants indicated breaching their red zones to 

access important services, increasing their risk of 

arrest and/or detention.  

 

“They [police] literally said don’t show your face 

around this block or you’ll be arrested.”  
 

VULNERABILITY 
 

Red zones increased adverse health and social 

consequences of drug use by encouraging risky 

behaviours, disrupting social relationships and 

directly limiting access to important health, social, 

and harm reduction services. 
 

ñI needed a shelter bed once, and I uh, couldn’t 

access it because I was red zoned from that 

area. Uh, I also ran out of food and I couldn’t 

use the soup kitchen when I needed it, so I 

pretty much starved that night.” 

A RED ZONE IS: 
“When the cops…they put a stop to where you’re able to go 

within the city. Whether it be shelters or wherever, they just 

red zone you.  They red zone around the area where they 

think you’ve been dealing or doing bad things, obviously 

drugs, drugs, drugs, drugs, drugs.” 
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