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Introduction 
Thematic papers within the BOOST Project aim to explore critical challenges and 
opportunities for improving health and social services for people who use drugs 
across Europe. This fourth thematic paper shifts focus to the role of advocacy in 
strengthening harm reduction — specifically, how civil society can influence 
policy more effectively across local, national, and regional levels. 

While harm reduction services continue to face political and financial obstacles in 
many parts of Europe, the BOOST Project experience has shown the potential of 
coordinated advocacy efforts. This holds especially true when such actions are 
undertaken collaboratively and rooted in local realities, contributing meaningfully 
to policy change. Through structured inter-network collaboration, bottom-up 
strategy-making, targeted microgrants paired with mentorship, and critical 
reflection on the gap between regional policy and national implementation, 
BOOST explored different ways to strengthen the advocacy capacity of 
community-led actors. These approaches point to promising pathways, 
including: 

●​  amplifying civil society’s voice at the EU level; 
●​ building more inclusive and sustainable advocacy ecosystems; and  
●​ supporting under-resourced organisations to engage more confidently in 

policy dialogue.  

At the same time, they highlight persistent challenges—particularly around 
translating regional progress into national action—underscoring the importance 
of long-term, context-specific engagement strategies. 

This paper distills key lessons from these efforts, offering four practical insights 
for funders, advocates, and service providers seeking to increase their policy 
impact. These insights reflect BOOST’s broader mission: to build a stronger, more 
connected harm reduction movement — one that is informed by evidence, 
shaped by the people most affected, and equipped to influence policy from the 
ground up. 

Inside BOOST: Advancing policy impact through 
Community-led advocacy 

As part of BOOST’s broader efforts to strengthen harm reduction through 
advocacy, one group within the project has focused specifically on supporting 
the policy engagement capacity of community-led networks. This strand of work 
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builds on lessons from earlier phases of the project and responds to the need for 
stronger connections between grassroots experience and policymaking 
processes at national and European levels. 

The group, coordinated by the Eurasian Harm Reduction Association, has been 
working to consolidate existing harm reduction networks across Europe and help 
amplify their voice in policy discussions around communicable disease 
prevention, treatment, and care for people who use drugs. This includes 
translating effective practices into actionable policy briefings, generating clear 
and targeted recommendations, and creating spaces for sustained dialogue 
between civil society and decision-makers.  

The aim is not only to advocate for the adoption of good practice models, but 
also to ensure that the people and organisations closest to the realities on the 
ground are equipped to shape the policies that affect them. 

Four key insight learnings 

Through its advocacy activities, the BOOST Project has identified four key 
insights that can help strengthen the policy impact of harm reduction services. 
These insights point to the importance of approaches that are collaborative, 
informed by lived experience, and designed for long-term sustainability and 
influence: 

1.​ Structured collaboration can transform fragmented networks into a 
unified advocacy voice 

Before BOOST, each regional harm reduction network operated 
independently—often with overlapping memberships but divergent priorities. 
Through this advocacy-focused workstream, these networks came together to 
co-develop a joint European advocacy strategy with four common priorities:  

1.​ increasing political will and financial sustainability for community-led harm 
reduction; 

2.​ promoting community-driven approaches tailored to diverse needs; 
3.​ ensuring access to specific health services and; 
4.​ advancing universal access to comprehensive care for people who use 

drugs. 

Monthly coordination calls and shared goals transformed what had previously 
been fragmented efforts into a coordinated regional force. The networks began 
aligning their messaging for key EU-level events and backing each other up 
publicly—strengthening both their visibility and credibility with European 
stakeholders. This structured inter-network collaboration demonstrated how 
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unified messaging (see example here) can amplify political influence at the EU 
level and make civil society harder to ignore. 

2.​ A participatory strategy process builds ownership, trust, and long-term 
alignment 

Rather than drafting a strategy behind closed doors, BOOST implemented a five-phase 
participatory process that engaged over 100 individuals from 25 countries. Dialogue 
sessions, thematic working groups, governance consultations, and a cross-network meeting 
in Amsterdam ensured that community voices were not only heard, but actively integrated 
into the advocacy framework. 

This collaborative design wasn’t just inclusive; it created real ownership and cross-network 
trust that continue to sustain the advocacy effort today. Participants didn’t merely endorse the 
strategy; they shaped it. The result was a shared vision with broad buy-in across regions, 
offering a replicable model for bottom-up strategy-making from which other community-led 
advocacy efforts can learn. 

"Everyone’s voice from across the networks was 
genuinely heard and taken into account. The strategy 
wasn’t just presented to them — they actively shaped 
and co-authored it." 

3.​ Microgrants paired with mentorship create powerful entry points for 
local advocacy 

BOOST’s €3,000 national advocacy grants had an outsized impact—not because 
of the money itself, but because of the way the programme was structured. Grants 
were paired with mentorship from experienced regional advocates, and many 
recipients were able to revise and improve their plans during an in-person 
workshop in Budapest. The emphasis on learning, strategy refinement, and peer 
exchange made a significant difference. 

This combination of microgrants, mentorship, and capacity building proved to be 
a scalable method for supporting under-resourced organisations. It not only 
empowered local actors with new skills and confidence, but also created 
momentum for follow-up actions—including new policy dialogues and proposals 
for further funding. 
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4.​ Without national-level uptake, regional advocacy has limited impact 

While BOOST helped produce timely, well-evidenced policy recommendations at 
both the regional and national levels, translating those into concrete change 
remains a major challenge. In many countries, community-led harm reduction 
organisations continue to face exclusion from formal policymaking spaces, often 
due to stigma, lack of political will, or shrinking opportunities for civic 
engagement. 

The EU Drug Strategy 2026–2030 offers a valuable leverage point for pushing 
harm reduction onto policy agendas. However, systemic challenges — including 
shrinking civic space, right-wing backlash, and reduced health budgets — make 
local policy influence increasingly fragile. These factors create a disconnect 
between regional momentum and national uptake, highlighting a critical 
bottleneck in the advocacy process. 

This experience underscores the need for structured follow-up and deliberate 
national engagement strategies to ensure that regional advocacy doesn’t stall 
before it reaches decision-makers. Without clear pathways to translate regional 
progress into national implementation, the impact of even the strongest policy 
recommendations remains limited. 
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Summary 

Effective harm reduction in today’s policy landscape requires an inclusive 
approach that empowers community-led organisations to engage with 
decision-makers at all levels. The BOOST Project’s advocacy efforts have 
supported harm reduction networks in exploring ways to strengthen their policy 
impact through collaboration, bottom-up strategy development, targeted 
capacity building, and structured opportunities for engagement, helping ensure 
that community priorities are better reflected in policy discussions. 

Key challenges, such as limited access to policymaking spaces, shrinking civic 
space, and the gap between regional strategies and national implementation, 
continue to shape the advocacy environment. The insights gained from BOOST’s 
activities suggest promising approaches that may help community-led 
organisations build influence, navigate systemic barriers, and more effectively 
advocate for harm reduction policies grounded in lived experience. 
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