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The Lancet: Mass imprisonment of drug users driving global epidemics of 
HIV, hepatitis, and tuberculosis 
 

¶ Up to half of all new HIV infections over next 15 years in eastern Europe will 
stem from inmates who inject drugs 

¶ Scaling up opioid substitution therapy in prisons and after release could 
prevent over a quarter of new HIV infections among injecting drug users over 
5 years 

 
The War on Drugs, mass incarceration of drug users, and the failure to provide proven harm 
reduction and treatment strategies has led to high levels of HIV, tuberculosis, and hepatitis B 
and C infection among prisoners�v far higher than in the general population. With an estimated 
30 million people passing in and out of prisons every year, prisoners will be key to controlling 
HIV and tuberculosis epidemics worldwide, according to a major six-part Series on HIV and 
related infections in prisoners, published in The Lancet and being presented at the 
International AIDS Conference in Durban, South Africa.  
 
�^�W�Œ�]�•�}�v�•��can act as incubators of tuberculosis, hepatitis C, and HIV and the high level of 
mobility between prison and the community means that the health of prisoners should be a 
major public-health concern. Yet, screening and treatment for infectious diseases are rarely 
made available to inmates, and only around 10% of people who use drugs worldwide are being 
�Œ�������Z���������Ç���š�Œ�����š�u���v�š���‰�Œ�}�P�Œ���u�u���•�_�U���•���Ç�•��lead author of the Series and President of the 
International AIDS Society Professor Chris Beyrer, John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 
Health, Baltimore, USA. �^�d�Z�����u�}�•�š�����(�(�����š�]�À�����Á���Ç���}�(�����}�v�š�Œ�}�o�o�]�v�P���]�v�(�����š�]�}�v���]�v���‰�Œ�]�•�}�v���Œ�•�����v�����š�Z����
�Á�]�����Œ�����}�u�u�µ�v�]�š�Ç���]�•���š�}���Œ�����µ�������u���•�•���]�u�‰�Œ�]�•�}�v�u���v�š���}�(���]�v�i�����š�]�v�P�����Œ�µ�P���µ�•���Œ�•�X�_ [1] 
 
High prevalence of HIV among prisoners 
 
Worldwide, between 56% and 90% of people who inject drugs will be incarcerated at some 
point. In parts of Europe, over a third of inmates inject drugs (38%), in Australia (55%) it is 
more than half. This is in stark contrast with injecting drug use the general population (0.3% in 
EU and 0.2% in Australia). 
 
Data presented in the Series show that with growing numbers of injecting drug users in prison, 
the prevalence of infectious diseases has also increased (Paper 1 and Paper 3, table 1). For 
example: 
 
¶ Levels of HIV infection are 20 times higher among prisoners in western Europe than 

the civilian population (4.2% vs 0.2%), and around three times higher among prisoners 
in eastern and southern Africa (15.6% vs 4.7%) and north America (1.3% vs. 0.3%).  

¶ While most prisoners are men, women and girls are the fastest growing imprisoned 
group worldwide, and in most regions of the world, levels of HV infection are higher in 
female inmates than male prisoners including eastern Europe and central Asia (22% vs 
8.5%). 

¶ High rates of hepatitis C are also seen among prisoners, with 1 in 6 inmates in parts of 
Europe and the USA carrying hepatitis C virus. 


