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The HIV epidemic is fuelled by the criminalisation of 
people who use drugs. Governments must reform drug 
laws and policies that impose harsh penalties and law 
enforcement measures on people who use drugs, and 
hamper access to essential HIV prevention and health 
services. The heightened HIV risks faced by people who 
inject drugs can no longer be ignored. The SUPPORT. 
DON’T PUNISH campaign calls upon governments to put 
an end to drug policies that lead to poor health, social, 
economic and human rights outcomes.

An estimated 11-21 million people inject drugs worldwide, 
with HIV infection rates amongst this group as high as 37% in 
Russia, and 43% in Indonesia. People who inject drugs account 
for 30% of HIV infections outside of sub-Saharan Africa, and 
up to 80% of infections in Eastern Europe and Central Asia.

The HIV epidemic is being driven by laws, policies and 
practises that impose harsh penalties and law enforcement 
measures on people who use drugs. Initially based on the 
belief that tough enforcement would stifle drug markets, 
this punitive approach has failed to reduce levels of drug 
use. It has also led to the discrimination and stigmatisation 
of people who use drugs, impeding their access to HIV 
prevention, treatment and care services that are essential to 
saving lives and curbing the spread of HIV.

The criminalisation of drug use creates an environment that 
condones imprisonment for minor offences along with a 
range of human rights violations by law enforcement agencies, 
including torture, executions, extrajudicial killings, bribery, 
imprisonment as a form of treatment, and other abuses that 
result from overcrowded prisons. The imprisonment of people 
who use drugs increases their HIV vulnerability because 
of unsafe injecting and sexual practices, and worsens HIV 
treatment outcomes because of inadequate treatment access.

Evidence-based interventions that are effective at halting or 
reversing the HIV epidemic among people who inject drugs 
are already endorsed by international agencies such as the 
WHO, UNAIDS and UNODC. But their full implementation 
is blocked by policy and legislative barriers, inadequate 
resources, lack of capacity and political or ideological 
objections. Eminent groups of experts and policy makers, 
such as the Global Commission on HIV and the Law and the 
Global Commission on Drug Policy, have recently published 
reports calling for reform of drug polices based on available 
evidence and human rights in order to prevent HIV amongst 
people who inject drugs. The body of evidence and the 
momentum for change is growing.

As part of this momentum, the SUPPORT. DON’T PUNISH 
campaign calls on governments to confront these political, 
legislative and ideological barriers, and ensure the health 
and human rights of people who use drugs, their families 
and the wider community. 

 

Support:
Invest in effective HIV responses for people 
who use drugs.

> We call on countries to scale up evidence‐based 
HIV prevention measures for people who inject 
drugs, including programmes that prevent the 
sharing of injecting equipment (needle and 
syringe programmes), and effective pro-
grammes for those with drug dependency 
problems (opioid substitution therapy).

> We call on donors, UN agencies and govern-
ments to direct resources to close the gap 
between the scale of need, and current levels of 
investment, for targeted harm reduction and 
HIV programmes for people who use drugs.

> We call on international donors to fully fund the 
Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and 
Malaria, so that programmes essential for 
tackling HIV transmission amongst people who 
use drugs can achieve the required scale.

Don’t punish:
Improve policies and reform laws that under-
mine effective HIV responses for people who 
use drugs.

> We call on governments to bring an end to the 
criminalisation and punishment of people who 
use drugs, and to the prohibition of needle and 
syringe programmes and opioid substitution 
therapy.

> We call on governments to ensure the provision 
of voluntary, evidence‐based and human rights 
compliant drug treatment programmes and put 
an end to imprisonment as a form of treatment.

> We call on governments to work with civil 
society and most‐at‐risk populations to gain a 
better understanding of the harmful impacts of 
drug laws and policies, and to develop 
programmes that are proven to be effective at 
stopping HIV transmission.

CAMPAIGN STATEMENT 

A global advocacy campaign to raise awarenessof the harms being 
caused by the criminalisation of people who use drugs.
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