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About Penington Institute 
Our Mission: To connect lived experience and research to 
improve community safety in relation to drugs, including 
pharmaceuticals and alcohol.

Our Vision: Communities are safe, healthy and empowered to 
manage substance use.

Front cover image: A cross-section 
of our education and awareness 
campaigns throughout 2020

http://www.penington.org.au
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2020 was a year when Penington Institute 
demonstrated its resolve despite the enormous 
challenges created by COVID-19. 

Governments in Australia have asserted their powers and 
even created new ones to respond to a health crisis. This 
approach has broadened the scope of possibility for better 
responses to other health crises – including how we deal 
with drugs in Australia. 

Throughout 2020, we have consulted widely with 
frontline workforces and people affected by drug use to 
ensure their concerns were heard and their needs were 
addressed.  

When it first became clear that COVID-19 would have 
a big impact, Penington Institute urgently mobilised 
to provide pandemic planning advice to the Victorian 
Government.  

In 2020 we developed a new Strategic Plan to achieve 
our mission to connect lived experience and research 
to improve community safety in relation to drugs. We 

populated a Communications Advisory Group to facilitate 
messaging in all media, and refreshed our Audit and Risk 
Committee. I am very grateful for all who give their time so 
freely to Penington Institute and its goals.

We also said thanks and farewell to a long-serving Board 
member, The Hon Rob Knowles AO. Rob served our 
organisation with distinction for over a decade. His wise 
counsel and breadth of experience was a huge addition to 
our discussions at the Board table. He will always remain 
part of the Penington family!!

The challenges brought on by 2020 have not faded with 
the dawning of a new year. However, Penington Institute 
is determined to support evidence-based approaches to 
managing drug use. 

I would like to thank all our Patrons, Board, funders, staff, 
volunteers and advisory committee members, who together 
make Penington Institute a vital and resilient organisation. 

None of our achievements would be possible without their 
many contributions. 

Kathryn Greiner AO 
Chair 

Message from 
the Chair
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complex drug problems but building and acting on 
evidence was again shown to be the best path forward. 

I stepped down as Chair of London based Harm 
Reduction International (HRI) in 2020, having completed 
the maximum six years on the Board. I saw the drug 
harms every corner of the world now faces and though 
Australia is far from perfect, we are much better off than 
most. 

International drug policy continues to evolve, though 
much slower and not to the scale required to properly 
address drug related issues.

As the problems associated with drugs also continue to 
evolve, we will need our network of supporters more than 
ever.

I would like to thank our Patrons, Board and other 
volunteers, staff and supporters for their extraordinary 
efforts, which are captured in this year’s Annual Review. 

On top of the unprecedented response from communities 
and frontline workers generally in 2020, Penington 
Institute staff exhibited a non-stop, collegiate and practical 
focus to support communities. 

The middle of the year saw a milestone for a significant 
drug market intervention – the North Richmond Medically 
Supervised Injecting Room (MSIR). 

In 2018, I was one of three people appointed by 
the Victorian Government to the independent MSIR 
Review Panel. The final report was published in June 
and the Government accepted all of the Panel’s 
recommendations. No single intervention will solve John Ryan 

Chief Executive Officer 

Message from 
the CEO
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Maximising individual and community health and safety   

International Overdose 
Awareness Day 2020 
Time to Remember. Time to Act.

Thanks to the work of its dedicated community, 
International Overdose Awareness Day on August 
31st continued to create change in its 20th year 
despite the challenges of COVID-19. 

The COVID-19 pandemic made holding physical 
events impossible in many places throughout the 
world. 

But that did not diminish the spirit or the work of 
the campaign, which adapted with the changing 
times and moved to provide more digital events 
and campaign support than ever before. 

In 2020, there were 602 registered International 
Overdose Awareness Day events, spanning all kinds 
of digital and in-person events, across 37 countries. 
The campaign generated hundreds of published 
articles and thousands of online conversations. 

The global IOAD community came together to call 
for policies to end overdose, remember those who 
have died without stigma and acknowledge the 
grief of the family and friends left behind. 

An IOAD event in Nigeria

 Key impacts and outcomes:
• South Africa’s National Department of Social 

Development formally recognising International 
Overdose Awareness Day and naming the South 
African Network of People Who Use Drugs a 
strategic partner.

• The Kenyan AIDS NGO Consortium (KANCO) 
organising a webinar (“Overdose: The Pandemic 
Within a Pandemic”) bringing together public 
health leaders to discuss strengthening overdose 
prevention activities across East Africa.Read the IOAD 2020 Partners’ Report

https://www.overdoseday.com/wp-content/uploads/IOAD-2020-Partners-Report.pdf
https://www.overdoseday.com/wp-content/uploads/IOAD-2020-Partners-Report.pdf
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• The Chicago-based West Side Heroin/
Opioid Task Force hosting a press 
conference attended by the local 
representative La Shawn K. Ford and the 
Secretary of the Illinois Department of 
Human Services. The Secretary pledged 
greater funding to alleviate racial disparities 
in overdose and drug harms, and shortly 
after the State of Illinois was awarded a 
US$36 million federal grant by the U.S. 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration to combat opioid 
addiction through hospitals, health centres 
and community programs.

• The European Monitoring Centre for Drugs 
and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) launching 
a new set of resources developed under 
the agency’s harm reduction initiative and 
designed to improve understanding of 
drug overdoses and responses to them in 
Europe.

• Overdose prevention and response training 
and the distribution of naloxone in many 
jurisdictions.

• Mayoral Proclamations across North 
America.

The Bulletin
Following an 18-month absence, The Bulletin (formerly 
the Anex Bulletin) was re-funded in 2020 and will 
resume publication in 2021. From injecting drug use 
related harm to the latest advances in health care, 
The Bulletin will provide frontline workers with critical 
and contemporary knowledge about drug use and 
the health system. 

Published by Penington Institute with financial support 
from the Australian Government, The Bulletin is free 
for readers and will reveal and connect the lived 
experiences of frontline workers and people who are 
affected by drugs with the latest research.

The Bulletin is informed by its readers, so please get 
in touch with your feedback and story ideas.

Maximising individual and community health and safety   

It’s 
back

Subscribe to The Bulletin

https://www.penington.org.au/bulletin/subscribe/
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Informing policy making 
Penington Institute made several major submissions 
in 2020. By making these submissions, we ensured 
a practical, evidence-based voice of reason 
was represented in the nation’s most important 
discussions about drug related issues: 

The Parliamentary Inquiry into Homelessness 
in Victoria – our submission focused on the barriers 
to access to medication-assisted treatment for opioid 
dependence for people experiencing homelessness. 

Parliamentary Joint Committee on Law Enforcement 
Inquiry into Public Communications Campaigns 
targeting demand for drugs and substance abuse 
– our submission featured our successful public 
communications campaigns including International 
Overdose Awareness Day and Australia’s Annual 
Overdose Report. Penington Institute CEO John 
Ryan was invited to address the committee.

Penington Institute also made submissions as part 
of the Victorian Department of Health and Human 
Service’s consultation process for the renewal 
and development of the Victorian HIV, sexually 
transmissible infections and viral hepatitis response 
for 2021-2025.  

Public Education Campaign
In mid-2020, Penington Institute partnered with 
Harm Reduction Victoria and the Association of 
Participating Service Users, with funding from the 
Victorian Government, to develop a public education 
campaign for people who use drugs to address the 
health risks created by COVID-19. 

Beyond its direct effects, COVID-19 has increased 
risks for people who use drugs by reducing tolerance, 
increasing anxiety and physical isolation, and 
disrupting the drug supply and access to services. 

Maximising individual and community health and safety   

The campaign’s key themes – GHB, overdose 
prevention and response, access to services, 
pharmacotherapy, and infection control – will be rolled 
out in early 2021 and will help to reduce health risks 
faced by people who use drugs in the aftermath of 
COVID-19. 

Penington Institute is responding to increasing 
GHB-related harms by producing a set of resources 
including a poster and social media tiles. Access 
them at www.penington.org.au/ghb and share them 
among your networks.

Examples of the GHB social media tiles.

www.penington.org.au/ghb
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Naloxone on release pilot
In 2020, Penington Institute, with Justice Health, 
delivered training to 75 prison-based staff to provide 
prisoners with the skills to identify and respond to an 
opioid overdose. The training for the Naloxone on 
Release Pilot was provided to staff at Marngoneet 
Correctional Centre, the Metropolitan Remand Centre, 
Dame Phyllis Frost Centre and Loddon Prison. 

In 2020, Penington Institute shifted its professional 
workforce development online and delivered well-
received seminars on GHB, naloxone delivery and 
Victoria’s drug court system which enhanced the 
knowledge of frontline workers.

GHB training seminar
With evidence that GHB is increasingly causing harm 
in the community, Penington Institute ran an online 
training seminar with more than 200 people attending. 
95 per cent of survey respondents agreed the seminar 
enhanced their knowledge of this important topic.

Supporting free take-home 
naloxone trial in Tasmania
In 2020, the Tasmanian Government, as part of its 
response to COVID-19, provided funding for a trial of 
free take-home naloxone through Needle and Syringe 
Program (NSP) outlets across the state. Certified NSP 
workers at permitted premises can supply naloxone 
to people deemed at risk of opioid-related overdose. 
Training was provided by Penington Institute to workers 
on overdose and the delivery of naloxone. The training 
was extended to Community Sector Organisation 
workers, Department of Health Alcohol and Drug 
Services staff and Correctional Primary Health Services.

95% 
96% 
95% 
97% 

of survey respondents 
would recommend this 
seminar be repeated for 
others. 

said the seminar has made 
them more confident in 
working with clients who 
use/ask about GHB. 

agreed the seminar 
enhanced their knowledge 
on the topic. 

said the training was simple 
to understand. 

Penington Institute’s GHB seminar in 
December was very well-received

Maximising individual and community health and safety   

Workforce Development 

Penington Institute Deputy CEO Dr Stephen McNally leads 
the organisation’s workforce development.

Penington Institute
GHB training seminar



Penington Institute Annual Review 2020 8

Victorian Drug Courts seminar
In recent years, drug courts have expanded across 
Victoria, with an additional court now operating in the 
Melbourne CBD and another two coming to regional 
Victoria in 2021. In August, Penington Institute 
hosted a seminar with leading drug court practitioner 
Magistrate Tony Parsons. More than 100 people 
attended the well-received seminar.

Revised NSP Guidelines 
In 2020, the Victorian Department of Health and 
Human Services engaged Penington Institute to 
update the NSP operating guidelines, which were last 
updated in 2008. 

Penington Institute undertook a literature review 
examining relevant policies, guidelines and standards 
in Australia and internationally, as well as the 
regulatory framework and legislative requirements in 
which Victoria’s NSPs operate. 

This work was supported by an advisory committee 
and consultation with stakeholders included 
submissions, interviews with 30 agencies and focus 
group discussions.   

The updated NSP Policy Framework and Practice 
Guidelines will be published and distributed in 2021.   

Penington Institute developed its Sexual Health 
+ Safety @ Festivals Toolkit in 2020, consulting 
with an advisory group of music festival industry, 
sexual health promotion, sexual violence 
prevention and peer-based experts. 

The Toolkit aims to help Victorian music festival 
organisers reduce health and safety risks to 
festival patrons while supporting the delivery of 
safer music festivals. 

As part of Penington Institute’s YEAH 
campaign, we will complement the Toolkit with 
educational resources which help young people 
minimise risks to their sexual health and safety 
at music festivals. 

This project has been supported by an advisory 
committee and is scheduled for completion in 
early 2021 – ahead of the full-scale resumption 
of music festivals.

Sexual Health + Safety @ Festivals Toolkit 

Maximising individual and community health and safety   

https://www.yeah.org.au
https://www.yeah.org.au
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Maximising individual and community health and safety   

Mansfield RESTART program  
The Mansfield RESTART program is a community-led 
drug rehabilitation intervention designed to reduce 
drug use and the effects of drug use and addiction on 
individuals, their families and friends, and the broader 
Mansfield community. The program evolved from 
Penington Institute’s 2017 policy paper, A community-
controlled approach to problematic ice use.  

In 2020, Mansfield District Hospital received additional 
funding from Bushfire Recovery Victoria to extend the 
program until June 2021.  

Reducing harmful drug use 
through peer-led networks trial 
Reducing Harmful Drug Use Through Peer-Led 
Networks trial is a Victorian Government initiative 
that funds six community health organisations (from 
Melbourne and Geelong) to develop and trial a peer-
led harm reduction program to reduce overdoses and 
other harms from drug use within their communities. 

In 2020, Penington Institute evaluated the trial to 
inform future peer-led harm reduction models. 

Breaking the Cycle: opioid 
dependence and housing 
stability  
There is a high level of disadvantage among 
people experiencing homelessness and drug 
use. The Breaking the Cycle report shows these 
people are often locked in a vicious cycle of 
being unable to access the treatment that helps 
them turn their lives around. 

The report was informed by interviews with 
frontline workers and people experiencing 
homelessness who have undergone 
medication-assisted treatment for opioid 
dependence (MATOD). The findings informed 
Penington Institute’s submission to the 
Parliamentary Inquiry into Homelessness in 
Victoria. 

Breaking the Cycle was developed in 
partnership with Melbourne City Mission and 
Launch Housing and was made possible 
by funding support from the Lord Mayor’s 
Charitable Foundation. 

https://www.penington.org.au/wp-content/uploads/Breaking-the-cycle-Opioid-dependence-and-housing-stability-Final-report.pdf
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Increasing influence through targeted health research and promotion

Australia’s Annual Overdose Report 2020 

There have been more overdose deaths than road traffic deaths in Australia every year since 2008

Deaths involving opioids and especially stimulants such as 
“ice” have been increasing in Australia

Australia’s Annual Overdose Report 2020, published on International Overdose 
Awareness Day, revealed that more than 2,000 Australians died of an overdose for the fifth 
year running. 

Legal drugs again took the greatest toll, with pharmaceutical opioids and 
benzodiazepines accounting for large proportions of all unintentional overdose deaths. 
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Increasing influence through targeted health research and promotion

Penington Institute’s digital voice in 2020
Penington Institute’s digital footprint continued to grow in 2020.

More than 300,000 people visited our websites, while our social media 
content reached our audience’s screens 2.7 million times. Our total social 
media audience grew to more than 60,000 followers across all platforms 
and channels. 

Last year also saw the creation of a new Instagram page called The 
Overdose Tribute. 

Building on the popularity of people submitting tributes to lost loved ones on 
the International Overdose Awareness Day website, this new page enables 
them to share photos along with the message that every person has a story 
worth sharing.

Penington Institute Community Health & Safety Officer Lily Owen was featured in an 
SBS News story about Australia’s Annual Overdose Report 2020.

An Overdose Tribute post

Australia’s Annual Overdose Report 2020 remains a substantive report which 
informs health leaders across the country and is keenly read by clinicians, 
researchers, governments and Primary Health Networks.

The Report attracted extensive media coverage including from outlets such as 
the ABC, The Daily Telegraph, Nine News, SBS News, the Brisbane Times and 
The Conversation.

Downloads far exceeded targets and an Annual Overdose Report landing page 
featured infographics, a video and links to other educational Penington Institute 
resources

https://www.instagram.com/overdosetribute/
https://www.instagram.com/overdosetribute/
https://www.penington.org.au/publications/2020-overdose-report/
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Responding to COVID-19 and its consequences

Sector leadership and capacity building
Penington Institute played a leading role in responding to the challenges posed 
to the NSP sector and people who use drugs by COVID-19. 

Our organisation quickly prepared strategic advice to the Victorian Government 
to ensure that the needs and concerns of NSPs were met. 

We also quickly developed and distributed digital COVID-19 guidance resources 
to help NSP staff and clients stay safe during Victoria’s initial outbreak.

Penington Institute convened the Victorian Harm Reduction Network, which 
connected frontline health professionals with representatives from DHHS and 
Victoria Police every two weeks to act as a forum for collaborative problem solving 
and the exchange of important information in a rapidly evolving environment. 40-50 
people from various services across Victoria joined these fortnightly meetings . 

Drug consumption changes: a rapid assessment

Near the beginning of Victoria’s COVID-19 lockdown, Penington Institute developed 
a survey to understand how people who use drugs were changing their behaviour, 
including their drug use, because of COVID-19.

The survey provided important insights about changes to drug use, whether people 
were finding it more difficult to obtain drugs during lockdown, whether they had 
noticed price increases because of lockdown, and if lockdown had led to them 
using different amounts of drugs. 

The survey results were shared with health professionals and government and 
written about in the Herald Sun, promoting its important findings to the public. 

12

https://www.penington.org.au/resources/covid-19/
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Driving organisational performance

New Penington Institute Strategic Plan  
Penington Institute responded to the emerging challenges of COVID-19 in part by developing a new Strategic Plan.  

This new Plan includes a new strategic priority: Respond to COVID-19 and its consequences. 

Penington Institute’s Boards and 
Committees 
Penington Institute is governed by its eminent Board 
with the support of the Finance, Audit and Risk 
Management Committee. 

In late 2020, a Communications Advisory Group 
(CAG) was also established to enhance our 
community engagement and is comprised of experts 
with diverse experience. 

Our work was further supported by the following 
Advisory Committees:

• Australia’s Annual Overdose Report Advisory 
Committee

• The Bulletin Editorial Advisory Committee

• Sexual Health + Safety @ Festivals Toolkit Advisory 
Committee 

• NSP Guidelines Advisory Committee.

The support of Penington Institute’s volunteer Board and 
committees was especially important throughout 2020.

13

The Penington Institute staff and volunteer graphic designer David Morgan.
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Through our community education, 
workforce development, training, research, 
policy work, and advocacy, Penington 
Institute improves community safety in 
relation to drugs.  

Yet our flagship work, including International 
Overdose Awareness Day and Australia’s 
Annual Overdose Report, is basically 
unfunded. 

2021 will be an important year, as many 
of the uncertainties of the COVID-19 
pandemic continue to play out in various 
ways, creating further challenges we will 
need to meet. If you can financially support 
Penington Institute, please consider a 
donation. If you can volunteer your time 
and skills, please contact us.

DONATE NOW

Your contribution will help us 
do our important work. 

Support our work
Finance 
Penington Institute earned $1.59 million in revenue 
from its programs, funders and donors in 2019/20. 

The audit and accounting firm Crowe externally audits 
Penington Institute’s annual financial statements. 

Thank you to our funders and 
major donors 
Government 
Victorian Government Department of Health and 
Human Services 

Australian Government Department of Health 

Organisations 
Camurus AB 

Merck Sharp & Dohme 

Arnold Bloch Leibler  

Piper Alderman

Mansfield District Hospital 

Major donors 
Kathryn Greiner AO 

Professor David Penington AC 

Terry Scanlon

Driving organisational performance
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https://www.penington.org.au/donate/
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In recognition of International Overdose Awareness Day 
2020 the Illinois Department of Human Services lit up 
the Chicago skyline in purple.


