May 25, 2005

Ambassador Randall Tobias

Coordinator of United States Government Activities

To Combat HIV/AIDS Globally

United States Department of State

2201 C Street, NW

Washington, DC 20522

Via Facsimile

Dear Ambassador Tobias:

The individuals and organizations listed below applaud you and thank you for your commitment to sound public health policy. We urge you to stand firm in your work with the Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and to continue to promote and defend the United States' position against the disease-promoting practices of needle and syringe giveaways.

We are a diverse group of citizens and organizations that is better informed on prevention, intervention and treatment of addiction than any other source. Our knowledge extends to HIV, AIDS, the hepatitis spectrum diseases, and the role drug addiction plays in their transmission. Among us are educators, advocates, practitioners, physicians, research scientists and policy makers. And as varied as our experiences and opinions, we all agree that it is not good policy for the United States to promote or enable the disease of drug addiction as a strategy to control the spread of HIV or any other infectious process.

The connection between intravenous substance use and HIV transmission is not controversial. What is controversial, for good reason, is the provision of needles to enable intravenous drug use under the guise of HIV prevention. The supposed logic behind needle giveaway programs is that the use of sterile needles helps curb the spread of HIV and other diseases. However, such programs are ineffective or, at best, weakly effective at deterring the spread of HIV. They are even less helpful in deterring the spread of Hepatitis C. Needle giveaway programs wrongly assume that infection occurs in the drug-using population only from contaminated needle sharing. In reality, much of the spread of HIV and other disease among intravenous drug users is the result of high-risk sexual behaviors that are not under inhibitory control when a drug user is under the influence of psychoactive substances.

Moreover, needle giveaway programs are harmful because they normalize, if not encourage, intravenous drug use among non-drug-using, non-dependent drug-using, and drug-dependent citizens alike.

The best way to keep non-drug-using citizens off of drugs is to foster a non-drug using societal norm. But needle giveaways destroy drug prevention efforts by sending a message to children and the community at large that intravenous drug use is a manageable behavior. They foster an incorrect notion that drug addiction is not a disease with deadly consequences.

Needle giveaway programs also harm non-dependent drug users. With pleasurable drug-using experiences and few, if any, consequences, the internal incentives for the non-dependent drug user to stop using are few. External influences are imperative to preventing the non-dependent user from progressing to abuse or dependence. Needle giveaways undermine the non-using norm and reduce external deterrents to drug use by perpetuating the notion that drug use can be controlled.

Taking it one step further, needle giveaways provide the actual tools for drug use. Medical research recognizes that drug-dependent individuals have lost voluntary control over their drug abuse. Whether they want to stop using makes no difference; stopping outright is necessary to treat the disease and ensure the patient's survival.

Needle giveaway programs do not support the cessation of drug use; to the contrary, they enable and perpetuate drug use among the most vulnerable patients – those whose free will has been robbed by deadly drugs of addiction.

The most basic rationale underpinning the United States' policy against needle giveaway programs is this: It is inhumane and counterproductive to deal with two potentially fatal diseases -- intravenous drug use and HIV -- by condoning one in an ineffective effort to prevent the other. A far better strategy is to work vigorously and without ambiguity to deter drug use under all circumstances and to prevent the spread of HIV by promoting full recovery for those suffering from abuse and dependence.

On a final note, Ambassador Tobias, we know firsthand what formidable foes drug legalizers can be. If ever we can be of support or assistance to you -- by providing research findings, expert testimony, or a mere reminder of our gratitude for your commitment to sound public health policy -- please call on us.

Sincerely,

Andrea G. Barthwell, M.D., F.A.S.A.M.
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