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Objectives

• Review the epidemiology of hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection and 
injection drug use. 

•  Briefly review other infectious complications of injection drug use.

• Discuss harm reduction strategies to prevent the transmission of HCV 
among people who inject drugs (PWID).
- Syringe service programs (SSPs)
- Medications for opioid use disorder (MOUD)



Injection Drug Use and Risk for HCV

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Viral Hepatitis Surveillance Report – United States, 2020.
Clin Infect Dis. 2016 Mar 15;62(6):683-694
J Hepatol. 2020 Apr;72(4):643-657

• Injection drug use remains the most common risk factor for acquiring 
HCV in the United States. 

• In 2020, among persons with acute HCV and available risk behavior 
information, 66% reported a history of injection drug use in the prior 6 
months. 

• Injection drug use is also a driving risk factor for reinfection with HCV, 
with reinfection rates estimated to be between 5 and 6 per 100 person-
years. 



Epidemiology of Injection Drug Use in the United States

Bradley H, et. al. Estimated number of people who inject drugs in the United States. Clin Infect Dis. 2022 Jul 6:ciac543.

• In the past decade, there has been an increase in injection drug use 
across the U.S., owing to the opioid epidemic and rising rates of 
stimulant and synthetic opioid use.

• 2011: 774,434 PWID (0.30% of U.S. population ≥13yrs)
-Likely considerable underestimate d/t basis on pop-level survey data

• 2018: 3,694,500 (1.46% of adult population)



Estimated Case Numbers of Acute Hepatitis C Virus Infection
United States, 2010-2020

Source: CDC. 2020 Viral Hepatitis Surveillance. August 2022.
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Other Infectious Complication of Injection Drug Use

Reprinted from Med Clin North Am, 2022 Jan;106(1), Marks LR, Nolan NS, Liang SY, Durkin MJ, Weimer MB. Infectious Complications of Injection Drug 
Use, pages 187-200, ©2022 with permission from Elsevier



What is Harm Reduction?

National Harm Reduction Coalition. https://harmreduction.org/about-us/principles-of-harm-reduction/

• In the context of substance use, harm reduction is a set of practices and 
ideas focused on reducing the negative consequences associated with 
drug use.

• A harm reduction philosophy accepts that substance use occurs in our 
society and aims to minimize the harmful effects of substance use 
through strategies that are respectful, non-judgmental, and meet people 
“where they’re at.”



Syringe Service Programs

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. What are Syringe Service Programs (SSPs), https://www.cdc.gov/ssp/docs/Syringe-Services-Program-
Infographic_508.pdf



Injection Drug Use Equipment 

Photo courtesy of the Hepatitis Education Project, Seattle, WA
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Syringe Service Program Locations

North American Syringe Exchange Network (NASEN), www.nasen.org



Medications for Opioid Use Disorder (MOUD)

JAMA Intern Med. 2014 Dec;174(12):1974-81.
Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2011 Aug10;(8):CD004145
Addiction. 2020 Sep;115(9):1683-1694

Buprenorphine-naloxone and methadone reduce risk of:

• Acquiring HCV in PWID

• Illicit opioid use, injection drug use, and sharing of injection equipment

• Overdose death among persons on treatment. 



Options for MOUD

Buprenorphine
• Partial opioid agonist that can be prescribed 

like other prescription medications in an 
office setting 

• Often co-formulated with naloxone 
(Suboxone)

• Typically administered transmucosally 1-3 
times a day; however, a monthly extended-
release injection is also available.  

Methadone
• Full opioid agonist prescribed and 

dosed through a methadone 
maintenance program. 

• Patients visit the methadone program 
daily for dosing.

• Many formulations are available, but 
the oral liquid form is used in most 
methadone clinics.
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