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Incidence of HIV and Hepatitis C: The Need for 

Exchange Programs in Texas 

In the United States, injection drug use (IDU) accounts for 12-16% of new HIV infections, or up to 8,000 or 
more infections annually.  IDUs represent 20% of the over 1 million people living with HIV/AIDS in the US 
and the majority of the 3.2 million Americans living with hepatitis C infection.  The HIV epidemic among 
IDU’s has a disproportionate impact on communities of color and women. 
 
Around the World, there are an estimated 16 million IDUs of which nearly 20 percent (3 million) are HIV posi-
tive.  More than 75 percent of IDUs live in low- and middle-income countries. Almost a third of new 
HIV infections outside of sub-Saharan Africa are attributed to injection drug use, yet as few as 8 per-
cent of drug injectors have access to HIV prevention services of any kind.   It is estimated that approxi-
mately 180 million people live with the Hepatitis C Virus (HCV) – most HCV infections around the world occur 
through unsafe injecting drug use. 
 
In Texas,  the number of persons living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA)  since 2002 has increased steadily, 
about 6% each year. The number of PLWHA in 2008 was about 42% higher than in 2002. 
New diagnoses and deaths have been relatively stable over the past seven years (between 4,112 to 
5,159 deaths). The number of new HIV/AIDS cases diagnosed each year increased the total PLWHA  
but is partially offset by deaths among those infected (1,214 and 1,520). The increase in 
PLWHA over the past seven years reflects continued survival due to better treatment, not an increase 
in new diagnoses. In an environment of increasing numbers of PLWHA, the fact that new diagnoses 
remained level speaks to successful prevention efforts, but more must be done in order to reduce new  
diagnoses. 
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We are also facing a silent epidemic of Hepatitis C (HCV), which is a leading cause of liver disease. An esti-
mated 300,000 Texans (about 1.5 percent of the population) are infected with HCV, and most of them do not know 
it. About 40 percent of all chronic liver disease is due to HCV infection. HCV can lead to cirrhosis, liver cancer, and 
death. 

Research Shows Effectiveness of Needle Exchange  
Research in the US and internationally has shown that harm reduction initiatives, including syringe exchange pro-
grams, when implemented as part of a comprehensive HIV/AIDS prevention strategy, are an effective public health 
approach to reducing the transmission of HIV and other blood-borne pathogens include HCV. Research has demon-
strated that syringe exchange programs do NOT increase drug use. Empirically based studies have also shown 
no increase in crime rates in communities that offer syringe exchange programs. 
 
Needle Exchange in the US 
 
On December 16, 2009, Congress lifted a long-standing ban on the use of federal money to fund needle exchange 
programs in states and cities that allow them to operate legally. The Obama administration also repealed the prohibi-
tion of PEPFAR funds for use in needle exchange programs in the PEPFAR countries. 
 
So where does Texas stand on Needle Exchange? 
 
Texas is the ONLY state that continues to ban needle exchange programs. 
 
Locally 
 
Bexar County has an estimated 10,000 IDUs. A harm-reduction pilot program, which included a needle exchange 
program, was designed for the county to help curb the spread of infectious diseases like Hepatitis C and HIV. The 
program allowed for safe, anonymous syringe exchange and disposal. The needle exchange component of this 
pilot program never got up and running because Attorney General Greg Abbott issued a statement 
that program participants “would appear to be subject to prosecution” due to state paraphernalia laws. 
 

Resources: 
http://phrstudents.org/files/2009/08/needle-exchange-factsheet.pdf 
http://www.texasaccessproject.org/Bexar_County_Harm_Reduction_Program.html 
http://www.cdc.gov/idu/pubs/ca/toc.htm 
http://www.texasaccessproject.org/Bexar_County_Harm_Reduction_Program.html 

http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/hivstd/reports/HIVandAIDSinTexas.pdf 
http://www.dshs.state.tx.us/idcu/disease/hepatitis/hepatitis_c/initiative/overview/ 
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