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This paper explores the role of conferences as “convergence space”: temporary events with
lasting material effects. Drawing on three harm reduction conferences occurring between
2011 and 2012, I argue that conferences are both ephemeral ﬁxtures in the landscape of
policy activism, and are important nodes through which policy mobilization occurs.
Conference spaces provide opportunities for ideas to be shared, produced and advocated.
They serve as important sites for the construction of relationships that are required to form
and maintain policy advocacy networks and harness political opportunity structures for drug
policy reform.
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1. Introduction
Contestation over the best way to regulate psychoactive substances is not new. The rules and regulations that have governed substances, from caffeine and sugar, to alcohol and tobacco, to
cannabis and opium, are as myriad as the ways in which the substances are found and used.
Socio-cultural norms have always dictated the prevailing attitudes towards psychoactive substances. Contemporary debates over the management of illicit drugs and the people who
consume them are no exception. From 2006 until 2013, 40 US states introduced legislation to
ease drug laws, including the legalization of the production, sale and consumption of cannabis
in the states of Washington and Colorado (Desilver, 2014). In 2000, Portugal decriminalized
all drugs for personal use, leading to what has widely been seen as a successful drug policy
(Hughes & Stevens, 2012). In 2013 Uruguay became the ﬁrst nation state to legalize the production and sale of cannabis. These policy trends are the culmination of ongoing efforts in the
drug policy reform movement that focuses on: increasing access to health services for people marginalized through drug use; reducing violent crime surrounding the production and sale of illicit
substances; decreasing governmental funds spent on the policing of psychoactive substances,
their producers and consumers; and decreasing the overall social costs that the “war on drugs”
approach has wrought on people across the globe.
Drug policy reform is a movement supported by diverse interest groups with diverse values
and ideologies. Neoliberal think-tanks, public health advocates, religious movements, celebrities,
business magnates and human rights activists have all called for reform of drug laws, from the UN
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Single Convention on Controlled Substances all the way to municipal by-laws governing the possession of sterile syringes (Branson, 2012; Easton, 2004; Pugel, 2013; United Nations Ofﬁce on
Drugs and Crime, 2014). While the ways in which such diverse groups of policy activists learn
from each other are equally numerous, the importance of face-to-face meetings as a social movement strategy is often seen as crucial to long-term success. They are important for the production
and exchange of knowledge, as well as for building and maintaining inter-personal ties across
localities (Davies, 2012; Della Porta & Andretta, 2002; Haug, 2013; McAdam & Paulsen,
1993; Routledge, 2003, 2009).
This paper explores the role of conferences as a particular type of face-to-face meeting, in
order to better understand the ways that knowledge exchange and interpersonal experience
come together to affect drug policy activism. Using data collected from mixed qualitative
methods including: participant observation at three harm reduction conferences; media and documentary analysis of drug policies, policy debates and conference media coverage; and 73 in-depth
interviews with conference organizers, attendees and activists, I focus speciﬁcally on harm
reduction conferences within this movement because harm reduction is becoming more
common at all levels of governance. Harm reduction is a set of “policies, programmes and practices that aim primarily to reduce the adverse health, social and economic consequences of the use
of legal and illegal psychoactive drugs without necessarily reducing drug consumption” (International Harm Reduction Association, n.d.). It is accepted and present throughout UN and
World Health Organization documents, and many city governments, such as Toronto, Frankfurt
and New York have implemented harm reduction drug policies. While the medical community
regards harm reduction as best practice (Marlatt & Witkiewitz, 2010; Ritter & Cameron, 2006;
Strike et al., 2011), and harm reduction policies are generally successful when implemented
(Marlatt & Witkiewitz, 2010; Percival, 2009), they remain highly contested. They are often
pitted in direct opposition to the war on drugs, and criminalization approaches to illegal substances and the people who use them. As a result, harm reduction is also a global social movement
that is focused on equitable access to health care, social justice and human rights. The conferences
discussed here emerge from, and are important events in this social movement.
I argue that conferences are both important spaces for the social reproduction of advocacy
movements through the production and dissemination of knowledge, and for the encounters
that contribute to creating and strengthening relationships among people. Further, I argue that
the physical infrastructures that affect the placing of conferences in turn implicate cities in the
production of social movements and policy mobilization. Conferences are both ephemeral ﬁxtures in the landscape of policy activism, and are important nodes through which policy mobilization occurs. Conference spaces provide opportunities for ideas to be shared, produced and
advocated. They serve as important sites for the construction of relationships that are required
to form and maintain policy advocacy networks and harness political opportunity structures for
drug policy reform.
In the discussion that follows, I explore work on urban social movements and their attendant
spatialites together with recent work on policy mobilities to illustrate the relational and mundane
aspects of where policy gets conceived, advocated for and mobilized in particular, situated ways.
My aim here is to focus on the process, rather than the effects of policy mobilization. The focus on
processes involved in movement mobilization are understood as processes of assemblage, the
deliberate drawing together and territorialization of “globally mobile resources, ideas, and knowledge” (McCann & Ward, 2012, p. 43). I will do so by drawing on examples from three harm
reduction conferences occurring between 2011 and 2012. Harm Reduction Canada, held in
Ottawa, Canada in 2011, and the 2012 Harm Reduction Coalition’s (HRC) National Conference
held in Portland, USA, were both national level conferences attracting international attendees.
Harm Reduction Canada had about 150 attendees, and the HRC National Conference had over
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800 (personal communication with conference organizer; http://harmreduction.org). The EuroHarm Reduction Network conference, in Marseilles, France in 2011 was a regional conference
that hosted about 170 attendees from Europe, North America, and the Middle East (personal communication with conference organizer).
The next section of this paper reviews recent relevant literatures on urban policy mobilities,
urban social movements, assemblage and informational infrastructures. I then go on to look at
empirical data on the role of conferences in the reproduction of social movements through
their contribution to and maintenance of informational infrastructures. The subsequent section
considers the relationship between conferences and physical urban infrastructures. The conclusion provides some insight into how these relationships contribute broadly to informational
infrastructures, and speciﬁcally to drug policy reform.
2.

Policy mobilities

Policy mobilities research has, from its inception, been about the movement of policy knowledge
and technologies. Concerned with the ways in which policies are made up, moved around and
reterritorialized in places elsewhere, policy mobilities research emerged from a discomﬁture
with static theorizations of policy transfer that produced narrow and hierarchical models of the
policy process which neglected individual actors, agency, policy mutations and local contingencies (for a full critique, see McCann & Ward, 2013). Policy mobilities holds that the mobilization
of policy is simultaneously in motion and ﬁxed in place – whether it is being pieced together so as
to be successfully implemented (or marketed) in a particular place or whether it is mutating as it
travels – through multiple people and knowledge networks or informational infrastructures. This
relationality is present when policy is in the process of being implemented, and changing as it is
realized on the ground. Questions about the who, how and why of these processes make up the
essential approach of trying to understand, more holistically, how policies are made, mobilized
and mutated. This research is attentive to the micro-spaces of policy process, in the form of:
embodied and local perspectives (Keil & Ali, 2011; McCann, 2008, Temenos & McCann,
2012), the “structuring ﬁelds” of policy mobilization (Cook & Ward, 2011, 2012; Peck & Theodore, 2010; Ward, 2006), policy tourism (Cook, Ward, & Ward, 2014; González, 2011), and the
historical contingencies of policy learning and change (Clarke, 2012; Cook et al., 2014; Cook &
Ward, 2011; Harris and Moore, 2013; Jacobs & Lees, 2013).
McCann (2008, 2011b) has charted the importation and transformation of drug policy from
cities in Europe to Vancouver, Canada. This work highlights the local contingencies of policy
model making, such as the public health crisis around HIV rates that was declared in Vancouver
(see also Boyd, Macpherson, & Osborn, 2009; Wood et al., 2004) and which required an alternative policy solution to the then-current drug policy (McCann, 2008, 2011b). This work also pays
attention to the situated histories of drug use and its management that preceded the model in cities
in Europe, especially Frankfurt, Germany, the city that Vancouver’s current drug policy primarily
echoes (McCann, 2008). In understanding how urban drug policy is made mobile, McCann
(2008, p. 9) identiﬁes three primary elements: the learning strategies employed by local actors
intent on instigating policy change; the role of experts in spreading policy ideas; and the
labour of institutions and organizations that work to provide information and spaces that facilitate
policy mobilization. It is this last element, these spaces of encounter, with which this paper is
concerned.
Conferences as sites of learning and exchange have long held value for diverse communities
such as; political conferences, academic conferences, business conventions, and I would add to
this, activist conferences (Adey, 2006; Craggs & Mahony, 2014; Diani, 2000; DiPetro, Bretter,
Rompf, & Godlewska, 2008; England & Ward, 2007; McLaren & Mills, 2008; Tanford,
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Montgomery, & Nelson, 2012). Early work on policy mobilities has noted the importance of faceto-face communication in the form of conferences and policy tourism (González, 2011; McCann,
2008; Ward, 2006). Cook and Ward (2012) use ethnographic methods to explicate the ways a
single conference becomes part of an informational infrastructure focused on importing a particular form of learning and operation, Business Improvement Districts, into cities in Sweden.
Through this ethnographic focus on a conference they demonstrate the path-dependencies
through which policy ideas travel. This work highlights the process of importing policy
experts as architects of policies and programmes deemed successful elsewhere, and the value
of conferences for localized individuals to educate them about best practice and benchmarking
strategies of policy making and implementation.
Building on this work, my aim is to expand the understanding of informational infrastructures’ roles in policy advocacy by charting a series of conferences and analysing how conferences
build on each other, and how they build a movement for policy mobilization over time. Understanding how a series of harm reduction conferences sustain and build knowledge and momentum
for a public health drug policy model is useful for several reasons. First it demonstrates the
ongoing advocacy work done by multiple constellations of actors. Focusing on a series of
event spaces helps to articulate the complex spatial vocabularies in and through which policies
are made. Second, this focus helps us to chart the shift in attitudes and ideas about best practice
approaches to drug policy, and by extension shifting understandings of governance practices,
human rights and health over a period of time. Finally, analysing a series of conferences
within a particular social movement aimed at policy change is important because it draws together
different and particular geographies of drug policy by territorializing ephemeral practices and
fragments of memory that shape the actions and thinking of policy makers and mid-level bureaucrats, those in powerful positions who make and enact policies that govern drug use and treatment. “Ideas and practices arrive from elsewhere or emerge in particular contexts in all sorts of
ways – through forgotten conversations at meetings, long-distant reading of publications or
reports, unpredictable friendship and collegial networks, as well as formal or informal association
in which taken-for-granted understanding might be conﬁrmed. It is important to consider,” Robinson (2013, p. 9) argues, “that the infrastructure of policy transfer … is signiﬁcantly immaterial”
(see also Bunnell, 2015; Jacobs, 2012; Prince, 2012). This work renders visible the paths connecting topological spaces of policy-making and advocacy work.
3.

Convergence space

Placing our understanding of conferences within the wider context of political opportunity structures helps to uncover the spatiality in policy activism. As discussed above, there are numerous
examinations of the role of conferences, mass demonstrations and mega events as occurrences
that work to catalyse social movements (Davies, 2012; Della Porta and Andretta, 2002; Diani,
2000; Routledge, 2003, 2009; Wainwright, Prudham, & Glassman, 2000). While much of this
work interestingly engages the ways that these events function temporally within the history of
a social movement, it is only recently that they have begun to be spatially conceptualized.
“Place, space, territory, region, scale and networks”, Miller (2013, p. 285) notes, “have each
been placed front and centre by a variety of social movement scholars and each spatiality-speciﬁc
approach has yielded valuable insights, yet there has been little progress toward a more integrative
approach”. Drawing on Jessop et al.’s (2008) theorizations of sociospatial relations, Miller (2013)
and others have worked to move beyond the typological and nested scalar hierarchies that much
of this work produces to extrapolate the co-scalar production of social movements and advocacy
networks (Davies, 2012; Leitner, Sheppard, & Sziarto, 2008; Nicholls, 2009; Nicholls, Miller, &
Beaumont, 2013).
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In one such understanding, Routledge (2003, p. 346) puts forward the notion of a convergence
space, which I draw upon here. Convergence spaces can be understood as dynamic systems: “constructed out of a complexity of interrelations and interactions across all spatial scales”. Convergence spaces come into being for delimited times, so in this sense they are ﬂeeting, or ephemeral.
Yet they also have lasting effects because of their facilitation of encounter – people being able to
meet and network, as well as to strengthen existing relationships – maintaining weak ties. Convergence space can be understood as relational space. It facilitates the production, exchange and
legitimation of knowledge, by convening people from varying interest groups and resources in a
particular place at a particular time, and at the same time, place-based ideologies and differences
are negotiated within convergence spaces. Drawing on Massey (1994), Routledge (2003, p. 346)
argues that places where “collective political rituals” like conferences are held, “become ‘articulated moments’ … in the enactment of global [social movements]”. That is, convergence space
constitutes the space of mobility within an advocacy movement. It allows the drawing together
of people and resources to engage in knowledge production, exchange, planning and actions to
address speciﬁc issues of contention, such as drug policy.
There are three attributes of convergence space: First, they are collections of diverse interest
groups with shared values and/or goals. Convergence spaces comprise diverse social movements
that articulate collective visions. Second, they allow for variegated forms of spatial interaction
between individuals and groups, they bring people and groups into contact who might not otherwise meet. A convergence space is an assemblage, a deliberate drawing together of people,
resources and ideas. Third, these “spaces facilitate multi-scalar political action by participant
movements” (Routledge, 2003, p. 345). Convergence spaces make room for diverse social movement organizations to come together, and therefore facilitate ongoing spatialized relationships,
imparting meaning on the ephemeral.
For example, it is not uncommon, when referring to annual or biannual gatherings that people
will refer to them by place. “Were you in Seattle?” in the context of discussing North American
social action, needs no explanation. The question clearly refers to the anti-globalization protests
and other forms of collective action surrounding the World Trade Organization meetings in 1999.
Similarly, harm reduction advocates refer to conferences by the city in which they were held:
Toronto, Portland, Liverpool. The relational “articulated moment” of a convergence space facilitates movement mobilization and simultaneously disambiguates roles of places elsewhere within
social movements, canonizing certain places as pivotal within a particular struggle. The relationality of conference space as convergence space allows for the place-based event to have lasting
and far-reaching effects on a social movement, and its attendant mobilization geographically
across space. As I will show below, they also facilitate social movements’ ability to move
forward to affect political change in speciﬁc places elsewhere. Expanding the notion of convergence space through an examination of conferences works towards also expanding our understanding of the spatio-temporal production of social movements as multi-scalar networks.
Similarly, recent work on urban social movements has engaged the notion of the productive
city through understandings of relationality. Uitermark, Nicholls, and Loopmans (2012, p. 2)
understand the city as
a generative space of mobilizations … the frontline where states constantly create new governmental
methods to protect and produce social and political order, including repression, surveillance, clientelism, corporatism, participatory and citizenship initiatives, etc. These techniques combine in different
ways … [making cities] the places where new ways of regulating, ordering and controlling social life
are invented.

I argue that the city’s role in the making up of conference space as convergence space can be usefully understood as an “assembling agent” (McFarlane, 2009), contributing its particular, situated
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logics to a broader multiplicity of ideas in the making up of a movement, such as harm reduction,
or drug policy reform. The urban, in this sense brings about particular mobilities that produce
material effects in both policy and politics, as well as the technical underpinnings – the infrastructures that help to bolster social life.
The value in conceptualizing social movements through assemblage is the concepts’ ability to
deepen territorialized understandings of site-speciﬁc contingencies and their connections to other
places. Assemblage is not used here in the Deluzian sense of the creation of ﬂat ontologies, rather
the opposite, its value is in helping to trance difﬁcult, ephemeral events and the uneven geographies through which they are produced. In this sense assemblage is a methodological tool as much
as a conceptual one. It highlights territorialized contingencies “in terms of … [assemblages’] histories, the labour required to produce them, and their inevitable capacity to exceed the connections
between other groups or places in the movement” (McFarlane, 2009, p. 562, see also Davies,
2012). Here, the notion of convergence space is useful to understand not only why a particular
event, such as a conference, is important in the life-span of a social movement.
It helps to situate such a ﬂeeting event in the material histories of place. A convergence space
acts to create a mooring point within an assemblage. Conceptualizing convergence space through
assemblage highlights that these spaces are not simply a “resultant formation” (McFarlane, 2009,
p. 562), they are also constitutive of particular conﬁgurations. These spaces mediate ongoing
power dynamics, the labour and pre-established processes that work to facilitate social movements. People, resources and knowledge coalesce in speciﬁc constellations that operate
through pre-deﬁned networks and pathways. The previous processes of assembling these networks have in turn created a series of informational infrastructures, to which this next section
turns.
4. Informational Infrastructures
As spaces through which knowledge around speciﬁc policy models are produced and transferred,
informational infrastructures are not inherently territorial. Rather, they exist and operate through
interpersonal networks linked through the socio-technical landscapes of policy work. Informational infrastructures can be deﬁned as “institutions, organizations, and technologies, that
frame and package knowledge about best policy practices, successful cities, and cutting-edge
ideas for speciﬁc audiences” (Temenos & McCann, 2013, 805, see also McCann, 2008, 2011a;
Cook & Ward, 2011). They can be understood as agentive, power-laden entities that are made
up of at least four subsets of actors and institutions: states, educators, media, and professional
and activist organizations (Temenos & McCann, 2013)1. Informational infrastructures serve to
produce, present, propose and propel best practice policy models via conduits such as: research,
publications, media, accreditation processes, policy tourism and of course conferences. Table 1,
which is by no means comprehensive, highlights some of the major technologies, actors and processes of informational infrastructures that are operationalized by policy activists.
It is with this understanding, of conferences – as a convergence space, and as a part of the
broader informational infrastructures of policy mobilization that we consider the speciﬁc processes of siting conferences, and how this placing has a lasting affect on both the city as well
as the policy movement. Within health geography, there has been much work done on the
siting of health services in cities (cf. Pierce, Martin, Greiner, and Scherr (2012)). However,
work has not focused on the siting of health-related events and health social movements in the
same way (for exceptions see Brown, 1997; Klawiter, 1999). Paying attention to the site selection
of convergence spaces in the policy activism of public health drug policies, I argue, is important
both for understanding the infrastructural form of the city, and for understanding how urban
spaces of public health are constructed. Pierce et al. (2012, p. 1086) maintain that: “attention
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Table 1:

Informational Infrastructures.

Institutions
States
Educators
Media
Professional & Activist
Organizations

Actors, Technologies, Processes
All scales; State actors (politicians, bureaucrats, etc); State power of
implementation; Legitimacy.
Educators & trainers formally educating policy actors; Legitimation/
certiﬁcation practices; Power to frame knowledge.
Repetition of narratives; Frame policies, actors, cities as ‘good’/’bad’;
Social media facilitates knowledge exchange between publics and
institutions.
Frame, value, facilitate transfer of policy knowledge; Mobilize through:
publications, websites, site visits, conferences.

to “politics” in research on health can help better answer questions about the locus of decision
making that produces health landscapes and outcomes such as deﬁnitions of well-being and
health in urban social life”. This ‘locus of decision making’ is often black-boxed, and the processes by which decision-making occurs are rarely transparent, because, as Robinson (2013)
notes, ideas are often formed through fragments of documents, ﬂeeting conversations or remembered conference presentations. Thus there is rarely a clear place-based understanding of where
policy comes from. Looking to conferences as convergence space however, these loci are rendered tangible. The places where those fragments, conversations and presentations were encountered come to the foreground. These impermanent gatherings facilitate knowledge exchange and
inﬂuence decision-making processes. In focusing on conference space as convergence space
attends “to practices and the multiple modalities through which power is executed” (Miller,
2013, p. 289, see also McFarlane, 2009). A government ofﬁce where a policy is signed into
law, for example, is then understood as relationally extended, assembled from other actions, meetings and places, rather than as an isolated and black-boxed locality where power “happens”.
Cook and Ward (2012) note that informational infrastructures have grown in recent years
because of an increase in activities and processes associated with making “good policy” –
which makes it more likely that speciﬁc policy models will be made mobile and implemented
in places elsewhere. They have also argued for a deeper understanding of the role of conferences
as temporary, or time limited, events that draw people together, allowing for people with shared
values and interests the opportunity for face-to-face communication and knowledge exchange.
They are advocating for the consideration of the technical as political in policy making. This is
echoed by Miller (2007, 2013), who advocates for a re-inscription of Foucauldian technologies
of power into spatial understandings of social movements. Those spatial technologies that
operate in a co-scalar sense, technologies making up convergence space, informational infrastructures and even urban form, work to bring about an assemblage within contentious spatial politics
and sites of urban public health.
In the remainder of the paper I draw on these concepts to explore three harm reduction conferences to argue that conference spaces contribute to the ongoing production of informational
infrastructures within the harm reduction movement. Serving as space for best-practice knowledge exchange, they also operate as political space where certain ideas, practices and technologies
are re-inscribed through face-to-face encounter. Conferences as convergence space are both
ephemeral ﬁxtures in the landscape of policy activism, and are important nodes through which
policy mobilization occurs. Conference spaces provide opportunities for ideas to be shared, produced and advocated for and they serve as important sites for the construction of relationships
required to form and maintain policy advocacy networks and harness political opportunity structures for drug policy reform.
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As noted above, this research entailed participant observation at three conferences on harm
reduction drug policy in North America and Europe. The regional and national conferences
attendance ranged from 150 to 800 attendees from local activists and service providers to international advocates and experts. They were held in Ottawa, Marseilles and Portland, respectively.
Participant observation in attendance at the conferences was augmented by face-to-face and telephone interviews with conference organizers and attendees before, during and after the events.
The paper now goes on to illustrate the role of conference space as convergence space through
observation and analysis.

5.

Spaces of learning and exchange

5.1 Locating convergence space
Harm reduction drug policies, such as those legalizing syringe exchange, are often contested on
moral grounds by those who argue that they enable illegal activity (drug use), yet local public
health ofﬁcials often understand that harm reduction approaches to drug consumption contribute
to healthier communities. Simultaneously, healthier communities contribute to remaking urban
spaces by for example, reducing public drug consumption, in turn rendering the city more attractive to economic development interests. Conference organizers often took these local political
debates into account when choosing the site of their conferences. Political alliances, or alternatively, clear conﬂict with city governments was something that organizers were acutely aware
of, and affected their choice. In Marseilles, the conference organizer spoke of deliberately
siting the conference there because the local government supported harm reduction, while the
federal government was still sceptical of the approach. One respondent put it this way:
Well you know, that [decision] was interesting, but we always try and go where there’s conﬂict, so we
can raise the proﬁle locally … this year its Marseilles. If the French government sees all these people
coming to their cities … well, that’s a good thing. If they’re seen as being a leader in this, well it only
helps the mayor. (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2011)

In this sentiment, one can see a clear deliberation, focused on awareness raising and harnessing
political opportunity structures to raise public and governmental awareness, using the convergence of people to extend the social movement locally. The respondent went on to explain that
when governments see people travelling to conferences on harm reduction, it helps the social
movement. Pro-business governments are more likely to act favourably towards harm reduction
practices such as implementing needle exchange or drug consumption rooms.
In all three cases, interviews revealed a selection of the conference sites as both political, and
practical. There is a balancing act, of siting the conference in a place that might do good – but also
ensuring that the conference is a success. One organizer put it this way:
… ﬁrst we went to Oakland and there were thousands of people. Then we thought lets go to Cleveland
– they have a needle exchange that’s in trouble, let go there. Well, no one came! Who wants to go to
Cleveland? So we had like 700 people there. So we weren’t building on what we had started in
Oakland. So we thought ok well we have to go to locations that people like. No help in Miami for
local people, but there were tonnes of people there, because they loved Miami. Portland is somewhere
where we have a lot of support from the health department, they’re really invested … so it’s a place
that people want to go to because its trendy, Portlandia, you know? (Interview, Conference Organizer,
2012)

Building a yearly following of conference goers maintains weak ties – relationships garnered by
shared goals and values, though not a shared identity – making the relationships and the
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movement stronger. Conferences constitute the sort of purposeful convergence space that, as
Nicholls (2009, p. 85) notes, provide “favorable conditions for diverse activists to initiate and
strengthen ties in areas of common interest. As these ties strengthen over time, they become
important generators of rich social capital”. In this case, in Oakland, the intent to create a localized
political opportunity structure, using the conference as a tool to raise awareness and show support
of the health service, created tensions between the ongoing effort to maintain and build transnational advocacy networks, and to intervene at an acutely local level.
Portland it seemed, was a happy medium. The county health department was characterized as
supportive of harm reduction services, and for harm reduction practitioners from small and midsized cities, places where harm reduction was perceived to be under threat, and/or unsupported,
having ofﬁcials from the health department speak at the conference lead to many in-depth discussions about practical strategies to gain support from government and health agencies, as well as
the wider public. The presence of supportive ofﬁcials in Portland both maintained movement
momentum and lead to small scale movement strategizing. Conference organizers were able to
help leave “a legacy … [of] something that’s improved” (Interview, Conference Organizer,
2012) through the media attention and political engagement that the event helped to catalyse.
As Uitermark et al. (2012, p. 2546) state: “Contention and movements emanate from cities but
also stretch outwards as activists broker relations between local and their more geographically
distant allies.” In the case of the HRC National Conference, it was able to broker those relations
in place by bringing activists, advocates, health care professionals, social service workers, and
people who use drugs to Portland, while simultaneously bringing government ofﬁcials, midlevel government bureaucrats, and local media to the conference. Cities then serve to anchor
movements, such as harm reduction, while also increasing inter-urban connections between activists from elsewhere and local stakeholders. The city, whether it is Oakland, Portland or Marseilles, works to anchor memories of encounter around a territorialized point. This effect
deepens the relationality of the event, the conference, by expanding its inﬂuence both topologically and intellectually within the broader social movement.
5.2 Encounter and maintaining ties
Conferences are mobilized in several ways. Not only do they bring people together, engendering
an embodied mobility – discussed above – but conferences also facilitate the transfer of knowledge and the construction and maintenance of weak and strong ties. This translation is almost
always the main purpose of any conference, be it activist or academic in nature (Craggs &
Mahony, 2014). And it is the intent that the assembling of people and ideas, the creation of
such a convergence space will contribute to the production of policy change through advocacy.
Moving people shifts technical and ideological understandings of drug policy. For example,
the HRC National Conference theme was “From Social Justice to Public Health.” Meant to
both highlight the grass roots history of harm reduction – the ﬁrst needle exchanges were
begun by people actively using drugs – and to simultaneously refocus attention to the way in
which harm reduction had become a public health initiative, the conference theme itself connotes
mobility over time. It does not merely mean change over time, rather it highlights the understanding that mobilities are historically situated and path-dependent. The drawing together of public
health and social justice in the same theme also highlights the ongoing work to acknowledge collectivity, in terms of collective action as a social movement as well as collective practices such as
peer-lead syringe exchange, in the Harm Reduction movement. Public health, a population level
medical intervention is presented as a next step in the Harm Reduction movement, following from
the social justice momentum that had previously animated the movement. Indeed the next HRC
Conference theme, “Intersections & Crossroads: Doing Together What We Can’t Do Apart,”
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similarly evokes mobility. It also carries on the normative understanding of harm reduction as a
collective practice and movement.
Collective action is often operationalized through transnational associative processes, looking
to groups elsewhere who share similar values for political and resource support. “These connections are grounded in place- and face-to-face based moments of articulation” (Routledge, 2003,
p. 344). The work of searching for alternatives, protocols and technical practices sometimes
comes from an Internet search. However the value of encounter – physical meetings – was something that almost all of the people I spoke with emphasized. One conference organizer noted:
You forget how much people get out of physical connections because we do so much online. People
forget there is so much value in meeting face-to face … we’re more likely to follow things up once
we’ve physically met them. Its difﬁcult to get the momentum going only online, you need the
face-to-face contact. I think it’s really easy to ignore emails if you haven’t met someone. (Interview,
Conference Organizer, 2011)

The face-to-face meeting creates ties because the encounter is physical and embedded in a speciﬁc
place. It enhances the experience through a sensory engagement of sights, sounds, smells and
proximity. At the same time that conferences produce meaningful opportunities for face-to-face
meetings, they also re-produce certain hierarchies within the social movement. Later in our interview, the same conference organizer discussed these tensions, which highlighted those able to
engage in conference mobility:
We aimed to offer people a platform to have discussions that were important to them. I think they
appreciated the opportunity to have those contentious conversations. At the international levels,
which is where people have the privilege to talk about it all the time, it’s often policy people, and
its us [professional advocates] having those conversations. So there was a lot of front line workers,
and that went really well … I’m hoping they went away with a sense of ownership. That was the
main objective. (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2011)

There is both a hope and a concerted effort on the part of conference organizers to facilitate connections between professional policy activists and front line harm reduction practitioners, including people who use drugs and access harm reduction services. Harm reduction as a movement
maintains a debate about its medicalization, and a concern that the movement has become too
institutionalized. Drug user activists in particular, as well as many front line workers are vocal
within discussions during conference sessions as well as outside of the formalized spaces, such
as at a lunch break, or over a drink. Ensuring that there are the resources and space for such movement members to attend the conference was important for the organizers, a point I will return to
below.
It is important to note that a conference acting as a space of encounter does not magically
create connections, spur mobilization or change people’s thinking. There is an ongoing massaging
of ideas and meetings that occur in the orchestrated spaces that constitute convergence spaces
such as conferences. Unstructured events, such as coffee breaks, and evening receptions are as
important as the scheduled plenary sessions (Cook & Ward, 2012; Craggs & Mahony, 2014).
In the evenings, there were several different events that were scheduled, such as the Canadian
debut of a documentary, Raw Opium. While not a “mandatory” part of the conference, it was a
highly promoted event where several conference keynote speakers were also scheduled to
speak on a panel. Most of the audience that night was made up of conference goers. Conference
participants had made plans before and after to go for meals or drinks. These informal meetings
and gatherings were not merely a place to unwind after a long day of sessions, but also served as a
space to reinforce and foster relationships among conference participants (Nicholls, 2009;
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Routledge, 2003). It was here that many discussions between drug user activists and professional
policy advocates were able to extend into longer, drawn-out debates. This opportunity allowed the
extension of the conference space out of the convention centre and into the city. Further, it extending the inﬂuence of the conference as a ﬂeeting event further into the informational infrastructure
of harm reduction as a social movement.
Professional advocates were present at all of the conferences I attended. In many cases this
group of people, which for example included the Drug Policy Program Coordinator at the Hungarian Civil Liberties Association, the Director of the Canadian Drug Policy Coalition, and board
members of the International Network of People Who Use Drugs, were in attendance at several of
the same conferences – as well as other meetings and events throughout the year. During conferences meetings were set, and the normally geographically dispersed group of activists were able
to come together, renewing their ties. Often, their co-presence on panels contributed to a sense of
camaraderie, connectedness and shared values throughout the room. Participants often joked with
each other, and referred, in conference sessions to previous meetings and encounters with each
other. The continuity of key ﬁgures within the movement appearing over time is another key component that functions to build the advocacy movement itself (Craggs & Mahony, 2014; Nicholls,
2009). The co-presence of policy activists in ofﬁcial conference sessions, together with
informal meetings contributes to the formalization of knowledge transfer within harm reduction,
as well as to the socio-spatiality of the informational infrastructure within the drug policy reform
movement.

6.

Conferences, path dependencies and physical infrastructures

Beyond building the informational infrastructures on which drug policy advocacy is predicated,
attention to the physical infrastructures that enable conferences as successful convergence spaces
is also a key consideration. Is the conference accessible? Location and accessibility was a major
point of consideration in all three conferences, from both the city where the conference is held, to
the conference hall itself. One conference organizer noted the importance of having activists and
traditionally marginalized groups, in this case, people who use drugs, feel comfortable in the
space.
That’s why we had it at the uni[versity], because people with records – people who live on the street –
they don’t want to walk into a conference hall. “Spruce room, what … is Spruce room?” They’re not
going to ask a security guard for directions. Campus – well there’s still barriers and all, but at least it’s
a public space – supposedly … so it makes it better for them, you know? (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2011)

As McCann (2011, p. 120) observes, “decisions about how and where to hold meetings are strategic, offering beneﬁts to the organizing institutions, the attendees, and the local hosts”. This is
important from the broader global, national or city scale, right down to the microspaces of a convention centre, hotel, university or public park. Another conference organizer spoke to the geographic location of conferences. Referring back to a now disbanded organization that ran a large
international harm reduction conference, they complained: “They were always picking islands off
of islands – you couldn’t get there! Forget scholarships! And who can afford it? They had one
token drug user” (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2011). This quote highlights the social
justice nature of the conference, and the politics of including the people affected by drug
policy in spaces and processes of knowledge production, the economics of attending the conference – the costs are often prohibitive – and even more so if they are not held in large urban centres
that have planned economic strategies around attracting the business of conferences and mega
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events. The connection between the economic viability, conference sustainability and physical
infrastructures came up with two of the three organizers. One noted that they chose locations
based on: “East, West, Central [United States]” (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2012) speciﬁcally so that local harm reduction practitioners and local people who use drugs were able to garner
the resources necessary to attend the conferences.
Additionally, each of the three conferences held pre-meetings speciﬁcally for drug user organizers. By providing a deliberate space occurring before the “main event”, social movement
organizations such as EuroHRN, attempted to ensure that they lived up to their political commitments, taking the mantra of drug user organizers, “Nothing about us without us,” seriously.
Meeting in advance of other policy advocates and harm reduction practitioners enabled drug
user activists to take a meaningful leading role in shaping subsequent conference discussions
around advocacy techniques and priority issues. The pre-conference in Marseilles for example
was:
… part of a wider recognition within the harm reduction movement that it is no longer possible for the
global discussion on drug policy to continue without the full involvement of those most acutely
affected i.e. people who use drugs. As such, this dual network building process has been a concrete
example of the meaningful participation of people who use drugs in all policies and programmes that
concern them. (Albers, 2012, p. 1)

Throughout the conference, self-identiﬁed drug user activists played a prominent part in the
speakers’ lists, panels and discussions. EuroHRN and many of the organizations for whom
drug user activists worked also provided substantial scholarships to people who use drugs to
be able to attend the conference. The prominent presence of people who use drugs at the event
signiﬁed to both people who use drugs and the wider harm reduction community that: “There
is every expectation that the two networks will maintain, build and strengthen ties by engaging
in joint campaigns, that will both boost capacity and act as conduits for mutual learning and
cooperation” (Albers, 2012, p. 1) The EuroHRN conference, coupled with the pre-conference
meeting of the European Network of People Who Use Drugs is an example of the ways in
which the conference served to build the informational infrastructure around the harm reduction
movement, tapping into a co-production of convergence space. “Broadening the geographical and
social base of a political insurgency necessarily introduces a wide range of diverse actors into the
mix … While broadening the alliance provides activists with access to new resources and sources
of legitimacy … ” (Nicholls, 2009, 86 italics original) The two meetings, happening in tandem
and drawing on the same physical infrastructures serve to build inter-personal relationships
between people and to build trust among different social movement organizations.

6.1 Extended relationality – material and ephemeral
Mobilizing policy activism through convergence space both reterritorializes and extends it
through personal mobility and over time. When convergence space is assembled into being in
a city, there is, in the words of Mayer (2013, p. 183): “fresh momentum to the local movements,
helping them overcome their fragmentation, and supporting their consolidation as well as their
professionalization”. Reterritorializing a global social movement such as harm reduction, in
cities simultaneously contributes “to the transfer of repertoires associated with the work of transnationally oriented organizations, such as professional public relations work, conscious media
orientation, and a ﬂexible action repertoire utilizing pragmatic as well as militant action forms”
(Mayer (2013, p. 183). Therefore the informational infrastructures, the public relations work
and media orientations, for instance, are also deliberately spatialized. One organizer put it thus:
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Paris and Marseilles are kind of the two big focal points in terms of drug use. And both are kind of
pioneers of harm reduction [in France]. The city of Marseille is a big supporter of harm reduction, and
you could see that throughout the conference, with the municipal support and the ﬁeldtrips. And they
really want to open an injection room. The problem of course is that Sarkozy doesn’t want to see injection rooms in France, however, if anywhere is going to do it, it will be Marseille. (Interview, Conference Organizer, 2011)

In this case, there is a sense of showcasing local success of harm reduction, and co-operation of
transnational social movement and advocacy organizations with local government, with the
intent of pushing back against an unfriendly national government. Holding the conference in
Marseilles, the second largest city in France, rather than Paris, the largest and the capital,
signals two strategic spatial tactics on the part of social movement organizations. Marseille,
an industrial port city, has long had an association with the illegal drugs trade. It was a
major node through which heroin was transported to North America from the 1950s to
1970s. The opening scenes of the 1971 ﬁlm, The French Connection – loosely based around
the smuggling ring – feature the narrow winding streets of the city, and zoom in to focus on
the Mediterranean port, highlighting the movement of drugs through the city. Holding the conference in this city highlights a tension between the geographical imagination of Marseilles as a
place of drug trade and hoping to help combat the stigma that this very reputation engenders.
Second, there is the rationale that the conference impact will be ampliﬁed by calling it into
being in a city that has the potential for achieving successful drug policy reform, and a city
that is already advocating for increased harm reduction measures.
Indeed, as Miller (2013, 293) agues,
Successful collective action – in most cases – involves building and shaping relationships not only
among signiﬁcant numbers of like minded activists, but also with apparatuses of states, corporations,
or other powerful institution or groups in positions of authority in order to make meaningful claims
upon them.

In the case of the EuroHRN conference, this was obvious from the venue, a municipal building in
the downtown core. An examination of the welcome package provides further insight into the
relationship between the state and EuroHRN. Beyond the conference schedule, the package contained an invitation from the city’s deputy mayor; the welcome reception was hosted by the city.
Rather than the usual pen and paper for taking notes, conference goers found the city’s logo
emblazoned on male and female condoms, a nod to the subject – harm reduction – of the conference. As well, the ﬁeld trips, to needle exchanges and a local housing squat, were led by city
employees.
Support and advocacy for harm reduction in the city of Marseilles was made evident through a
continual branding process on the part of the city, and the frequent acknowledgements by
EuroHRN conference organizers, of municipal support. This acknowledgement served two purposes. First EuroHRN helped bolster the image of the city government. Second, the knowledge of
mutual support, the city’s support for harm reduction, helped establish the feeling of community
with harm reduction networks. This action, in turn, helped combat the isolation that is often felt
among local social movements, and which is often cited as occurring among harm reduction practitioners (Pauly, 2008); something often mentioned in interviews. On another level, funding for
the conference came from sponsorship of the European Commission, who also funded the international translation between French and English that was available in all of the conference plenaries. Financial and organizational support also came from the local municipal government of
Marseille, and a local harm reduction organization, R’eduisones des Risques Lies a l’usages de
Drouges (AFR). The conference served as a convergence space assembled through multi-level
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government support of harm reduction in a city advocating for intensiﬁed health services to treat
some of its most marginalized populations.

7.

Conclusion

Arguing that conferences play a role in building and sustaining political opportunity structures
around drug policy reform, I have shown that they are important social movement strategies
that help to maintain interpersonal and organizational ties. In the process of assembling a
social movement around harm reduction and drug policy reform, conferences as convergence
space also draw the city into this assemblage as topological ﬁxture for movement mobilization.
Physical urban infrastructures are enrolled in the production of a social movement, while
having lasting effects that contribute to ongoing informational infrastructures among and
within the cities where conferences occur. Conferences then, are important in building and maintaining informational infrastructures. They increase the relational work that is crucial for success
within global social movements such as harm reduction, rendering cities such as Ottawa, Portland
and Marseilles important to drug policy reform in cities like Regina, Austin or Bari.
The point of this paper is not to illustrate a speciﬁc corollary between a conference happening
in one place and a clear policy shift in that place or elsewhere. Rather, my objective is to show that
understanding how conferences are ephemeral ﬁxtures, assemblages of transnational advocacy
networks also helps us to understand the spatialities of policy mobilities and social movements,
in the process uncovering the material and multiple territorializations that produce relational networks. By this, I mean that places elsewhere are not just held up as some ideal model, some geographic imaginary, but that some places serve as physical space where policy advocacy occurs.
Indeed, sitting down to speak with conference organizers and participants about speciﬁc conferences, those in Ottawa, Portland and Marseilles, the conversation was never restricted to just those
places. Every person I spoke with discussed each of these conferences in relation to others, in
other places, and at times to each other. This indicates particular trajectories. Each of the conferences that are focused on here came, in part, from elsewhere, and in so doing are illustrative of
how they build on both meaning and momentum. Conferences are implicated in social movements, and also cities are implicated in conferences. Therefore it is not only that conferences
as convergence space are important to assembling social movements and policy activism, and
that conferences are urban events, but also that understanding informational infrastructures
through the lens of policy mobilities highlights the meanings, motives and processes by which
infrastructures form and ﬂow. Policy making “from below”, advocacy for policy change, is an
important empirical object through which to understand the spatial effects of mobilizing policy
change, sometimes in ways which have the potential to resist dominant forms of urban
neoliberalization.
Further interrogation of these convergence spaces has the potential to yield deeper and more
nuanced insight into the role of conferences within the drug policy reform movement. This paper
used three conferences occurring within a two-year period. During this time there were countless
other conferences and meetings held that focused on drug policy reform. Two annual meetings of
the United Nations Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND), for example, happened over this time.
This institutional space also acts as an important convergence space within not only the drug
policy reform movement, but within broader networks that are concerned with the legal geographies of psychoactive substances. Within the context of drug policy reform, the CND often came
up in my interviews with organizers and activists. One organizer and activist said of the CND:
To change drug policy in this country you need to have the top cop and the top drug people. You need
to have that relationship. So I discovered, I can meet these people if I go to Vienna the same time as
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they do … Now I can pick up the phone and they’ll take my call, because of the work I did in Vienna.
(Interview, Conference Organizer, 2012)

The organizer went on to link attendance at CND meetings with the conference which was being
organized, highlighting the importance of face-to-face interaction over time. An examination of
convergence spaces over time can help to more fully understand the ways in which advocacy
work is built up to effect real political change at various scales. The CND’s constant location
in Vienna, for example, acts as a guidepost in a policy process of international drug policy. It
is both an important event for transnational and national drug policy makers, and the realm of
international diplomacy (Craggs, 2014; Kuus, 2011), and it is an important convergence space
for drug policy reform activists to meet each other, encounter those in powerful positions, and
to engage in contentious social action (Craggs & Mahony, 2014; Wainwright et al., 2000).
Policy advocacy happens in many forms, and is always a part of the mobilization of speciﬁc
policy models. This paper addresses a fundamental, grassroots form of policy activism by considering the place of harm reduction conferences in the informational infrastructures of advocacy and
implementation of urban public health. Harm reduction as a social movement encompasses a tripartite identity of policy, practice and philosophy. Its identity is ﬂuid and politically contested,
while its status as a best-practice public health approach to providing health services has a
strong evidence base.
If we are to understand mobility as “a social process operating through and constitutive of
social space” (McCann, 2011, p. 117, italics original), rather than as “desocialized movement”
(Cresswell, 2001, 14), then examining a series of conferences over time begins to territorialize
the ephemeral spaces of policy making and knowledge exchange. This territorialization creates
ephemeral ﬁxtures in the landscape of policy activism, thus helping to further interrogate the
ways in which policy is “arrived at” (Robinson, 2013, p. 1) and to make clear the recent and
often obscured histories of particular assemblages In a world in which embodied mobility is
often taken as fact, looking at who is able to be mobile, such as elite policy advocates, and
how mobility is achieved, that is, though the support of social movement organizations or governments is a key question for the geographies of social movements. Further, examining the microspaces of where people are mobilized to, such as cities, universities, hotel ballrooms or needle
exchange “ﬁeldtrips”, brings into focus the complex relationships of policy activism in general
and drug policy reform efforts in particular.
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Note
1.

These four subsets of actors are in no way considered static or hermetically sealed. There can be overlap
and actors may change roles over time.
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