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BACKGROUND 
Dozens of scientific studies conducted over the last 20 years, including from the Center for Disease Control 
and the National Institute for Health, irrefutably demonstrate that syringe exchange programs (SEPs) can play 
an important role in reducing HIV and viral hepatitis C infection and advancing public safety, especially 
for law enforcement officials. These studies establish that SEPs do not increase crime or drug use, and 
provide a gateway to drug treatment and infectious disease prevention. 

In 2009, Congress removed a 21 year prohibition on the use of federal funds to support SEPs.  Two years 
later, however, Congress re-imposed the ban.  Despite the funding prohibition, SEPs are not illegal, and in fact 
are currently operating in 34 states, DC and Puerto Rico. SEPs serve as vital ‘bridges’ to treatment 
intervention, on site medical care, and supportive and prevention services. These programs provide free sterile 
syringes for intravenous drug uses (IDU), which helps reduce the likelihood that users will share syringes.  
SEPs also safely dispose of used syringes, keeping them off the streets, parks, beaches and other public 
areas.   

PUBLIC SAFETY: 
Research shows the SEPs promote public health and safety by taking dirty syringes off the streets and public 
areas, protecting law enforcement, waste collectors, firefighters and other first responders from needle stick 
injuries, which result in the transmission of diseases such as HIV/AIDS and hepatitis C (HCV).  The same 
studies have also established that SEPs do not increase crime or drug use.  

In a 2012 environmental study conducted by the National Institute of Health, comparing syringe disposal 
practices among intravenous drug users in a city with SEP (San Francisco) versus a city without (Miami) found 
dramatic disparities in the number of dirty syringes in public areas.  Using the same census block inspections, 
358 dirty needles were found in Miami to 11 in San Francisco, representing 34% higher instances of improperly 
disposed syringes in Miami  than  San Francisco. 

In New Jersey, cities that have adopted SEPs have seen a dramatic reduction in needle sticks to firefighters 
who crawl on their hands and knees through smoke filled rooms to search for victims. 

 
INFECTIOUS DISEASE PREVENTION: 
Florida has the highest rate of new HIV infections in the country, with Miami Dade and Broward Counties 
ranking the highest.  Miami Dade County has over 10,000 intravenous drug users and more than one in five is 
HIV positive, and at least one third with hepatitis C.  According to the Florida Department of Health, in 2013 
there was a 25% increase in the number of newly diagnosed cases of HIV among IDUs.  This represents 
almost 1 new case of HIV per day over the course of one year in Florida. 

As of 2004, IDU accounted for one-fifth of all HIV infections and most HCV infections in the United States. 
Women who become infected with HIV through IDU can transmit the virus to their babies before or during birth 
or through breastfeeding. Since legalizing SEPs in New York State in 1992, there has been a 49% reduction in 
newly diagnosed cases of HIV among IDUs.  A five year pilot program in D.C., showed an 80% reduction in 
newly diagnosed cases.  According the CDC, from 2002 to 2012 the U.S. has seen a dramatic increase in 
hepatitis C infection rates associated with IDU.        

                                               



 
 

PUBLIC RESOURCE SAVINGS:  
The lifetime cost of treating HIV per person is estimated to be between $385,000 to $619,000.  As HIV positive 
IDUs are often uninsured or reliant on public sector programs, such as Medicaid, Medicare and Ryan White, 
taxpayers bear the lion’s share of treastment costs assoicated with new infections relative to IDU. 
 
With individual syringes costing less than 50 cents, it is far cheaper to prevent a new case of HIV or HCV, than 
to assume many years of treatment costs. It is estimated that if 10% of new HIV cases by IDU in Miami Dade 
were prevented, it would be a savings of $124 million in HIV treatment costs in Florida  In a recent study by 
doctors at University of Miami and Jackson Memorial found that over a one year period, cases of infectious 
diseases caused by IDU let to costs of $11.4 million and 17 deaths, 92% of which was paid by taxpayers. 
 
As a result of their considerable public health and safety, and fiscal benefits, SEPs have robust support across 
the political spectrum, from law enforcement, medical professional associations and national public health 
organizations.  SEPs are supported by Florida Medical Association,  Florida Alcohol and Drug Abuse 
Association, Florida Hospital Association, American College of Physicians, and state and local law 
enforcement. 

  

Syringe Exchange Programs save lives and public resources, protect law 
enforcement and first responders, reduce the spread of infectious diseases and 

are critical gateways to drug treatment. 

PROPOSED CHANGES 
 
 REPEAL state statutes prohibiting syringe exchange programs (SEP) and allow licensed medical 

providers to establish exchange programs to prevent transmission of HIV/AIDS, HepC and other blood 
borne diseases and provide opportunity for treatment intervention among intravenous drug users. 

 ALLOW medical providers offering SEP to seek private and public grant funding.  No state funding will be 
required. 

 

 

Background Data: 
AMFAR Issue Brief: Federal Funding for SEP; Saving Money and Promoting Public Safety 
http://www.amfar.org/uploadedFiles/_amfarorg/Articles/On_The_Hill/2013/issue-brief-federal-funding-for-
syringe-service-programs.pdf 
AMFAR Issue Brief: Public Safety, Law Enforcement and Syringe Exchange 
http://www.amfar.org/uploadedFiles/_amfarorg/Articles/On_The_Hill/2013/fact%20sheet%20Syringe%20Excha
nge%20031913.pdf 
NIH Public Access: A comparison of syringe disposal practices among injection users in a city with versus a 
city without SEP 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3358593/ 
CDC: Increases in HCV Infections Related to IDU 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6417a2.htm 
DrugWarFacts.org:  Syringe Exchange Programs: 
http://drugwarfacts.org/cms/syringe_exchange#sthash.fifnGK8k.dpbs 
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