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b With thanks to Maria Angélica Comis, Director of Advocacy and Communications at É de Lei.

 Needle and syringe programme

 Safer smoking equipment

 Basic needs: water, food and hygiene

 Respite space

 Recreation: TV, music, sport and games

 Workshops and talks

 Linkage to health services

 Linkage to social services

 Linkage to legal services

Background

É de Lei was first established in 1998 as a needle and 
syringe programme for people injecting cocaine in 
the Luz neighbourhood of São Paulo. However, in the 
early years of the twenty-first century, smoked crack 
cocaine emerged as the primary illicit substance used 
among people living on the streets. This required 
a new harm reduction response for a population 
for whom sharing injecting equipment was no 
longer a major concern. É de Lei primarily receives 
funding from philanthropic and non-governmental 
organisations.

Integrated services

É de Lei does not consider drug use to be a defining 
vulnerability of its clients (known as conviventes or 
‘cohabitants’), the majority of whom are experiencing 
homelessness, but one factor among many. As such, 
harm reduction is presented broadly as an “ethics of 
self-care,” and combined with a set of several possible 
interventions to break the cycle of vulnerabilities. By 
providing health and social services, while also 
encouraging self-care and solidarity, they seek 
to empower conviventes to demand their rights. 
The services that É de Lei provide are broadly split 
between outreach and the community centre. 

The outreach team distributes harm reduction 
materials. This includes safer smoking tools (such 

as silicone pipes, wire gauze, cigarette paper, lip 
protectors and lip balm), alongside other basic goods 
and harm reduction equipment such as soap, male 
and female condoms, lubricants, drinking water, 
menstrual hygiene products, and, since the onset of 
the COVID-19 pandemic, alcohol gel and masks. They 
also distribute information on harm reduction and 
psychoactive substances, as well as details of local 
health services, shelters and public defenders. Since 
the beginning, É de Lei has employed people who use 
drugs as peer workers, often people who started as 
conviventes and showed a particular affinity with harm 
reduction strategies. As of mid-2021, there were two 
former conviventes in the fiver-person outreach team.

Close interaction with clients while providing this 
range of material has allowed É de Lei to develop 
and refine their offer. For example, they worked 
closely with clients to develop silicone tubes 
with various diameters for use with improvised 
pipes to reduce damage to lips and lungs and 
the risks of sharing equipment. The tubes have 
become one of the most popular items that they 
distribute. In addition to ensuring access to services 
and prevention materials, outreach brings people 
closer to the harm reduction team, and facilitates the 
development of a culture of respect, solidarity and 
self-care through dialogue with peers and outreach 
workers. 

É de Lei’s centro de convivência (community centre 
or ‘centre for coexistence’) is the first such space 
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for people who use drugs in Brazil. In the absence 
of any widespread harm reduction interventions in 
the country, it is designed to be a space for social 
interactions that promote harm reduction, self-care, 
mutual respect, autonomy and citizenship. It is a low 
threshold service open to all, which works through 
a combination of structured and unstructured 
interventions.

Since it was founded, the centre has hosted sessions 
called Chá de Lirio or “Lily Tea.” These are conversation 
circles, in which conviventes and other invitees discuss 
various topics, including harm reduction, health, 
citizenship, drug policy, gender, and experiences of 
stigma and prejudice. In some cases, these are held 
in conjunction with other health, cultural or social 
projects, which can lead to strengthened interactions 
between conviventes and those other projects. During 
and after the sessions, the organisation ensures that 
participants have access to information, referrals and 
follow ups for any issues that were discussed.
After increasing the number of female harm reduction 
workers at É de Lei, the organisation noticed a 
corresponding increase in the number of women and 
gender non-conforming people engaging with their 
outreach team and community centre. In response, in 
2019, they launched a new series of gender-sensitive 
conversation circles. 

Alongside structured sessions, the community centre 
also provides a space for people to have spontaneous 
social interactions. This includes being able to ask 
for guidance and information about referrals to 
other health and social services, but is also an 
opportunity to use computers, listen to music, 
play dominoes or cards, or simply have a coffee 
and socialise with staff and other conviventes. 
Such occasions increase integration and bonds of 
solidarity among people at the centre, and give 
conviventes a chance to share experiences and reflect 
on drug use, health and self-care. 

Links to other services and 
organisations

Contact with clients through outreach and the 
community centre is an important means of 
connecting them to services provided by other 
organisations. Outreach teams are able to refer people 
to physical and mental health and social services, and 
even arranged to take a group to the Copa da Inclusão 
(Inclusion Cup), a football championship held in São 
Paulo by a collective of mental health organisations. 

Brazil has a national health system with basic physical 
and mental health services based in communities. É 
de Lei cooperates closely with these centres, notably 
for psychosocial care in community mental health 
services that cannot be provided by the community 
centre. They are able to refer and accompany 
conviventes and ensure that their needs are attended 
to.

Brazil is also the only country in the world where there 
is a constitutionally guaranteed and government 
funded office of lawyers mandated to provide legal 
assistance to those who need it for free. Staff from 
É de Lei accompany people to this state public 
defender’s office for support with legal situations and 
to report violent violations of their rights by police. 
Additionally, É de Lei has a strong presence in 
national and international networks, including the 
national harm reduction network and the Brazilian 
Drug Policy Platform, a network of community groups 
and non-governmental organisations advocating for 
progressive changes to drug policy. 
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Key lessons

 Ü Treating clients as rounded individuals, 
rather than reducing them to ‘symptoms’ or 
‘challenges’ encourages self-care and solidarity, 
and empowers people to demand their rights.

 Ü Working closely with clients improves the 
range and quality of services you can offer.

 Ü Providing a space where people can simply 
exist in comfort and safety is just as important 
as formal health and social services.
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