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“Disease is not just going to stay in prison. We are all going home. We are
going out to our families. It affects society.”

Harold (“Buck”) Griffin
La Macaza Institution, Quebec’

EPATITIS C VvIrRUS (HCV) IS INCREASINGLY A

serious health issue for people living with HIV

in the developed world, where more than 30% of
HIV-positive individuals are also estimated to be infected
with HCV.! Untreated, HIV/HCV co-infection accelerates
the progression to cirrhosis and its many complications.?
Unfortunately, the treatment of HCV in the setting of HIV
is also associated with lower response rates and is com-
plicated by drug interactions and toxicity.3 In this issue of
Open Medicine, Rourke and colleagues# present the find-
ings of their research on the social determinants of health
associated with HIV/HCV co-infection. In this cohort
study, co-infected individuals were more likely to report
illicit drug use, a history of homelessness and a history of
incarceration than those infected with HIV alone.

These may not be novel findings with respect to HCV
and HIV demography. Previous studies have identified
injection drug use (IDU) as the major risk factor for
acute HCV infection and a major risk factor for HIV in-
fection.>® IDU, in combination with lack of access to ster-
ilized needles and rigs, previous incarceration, tattooing
and high-risk sexual behaviours, is responsible for most
of the new HCV infections in prisons.” Both HIV and
HCYV flourish in prisons: we already know that the preva-
lence of HIV and HCV infection in Canadian prisons may
be as much as 10 and 20 times higher, repectively, than
in the general Canadian population.* It is not surprising
that the most marginalized among those living with HIV
are also the most likely to be co-infected with HCV.
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The ethical dilemma arising from these findings is
twofold. First, this study corroborates earlier findings
that when we incarcerate individuals, whether with
the intention of punishment, reform, or the protection
of society, we do more than curtail their civil rights: we
also place the incarcerated at high risk of infection and
disease. Second, because inmates do not remain in jail
indefinitely, we then wittingly expose the population at
large to potential infection when prisoners are returned
to the community. It is time to stop being polite about
the facts: above and beyond citing IDU and history of in-
carceration as risk factors for HIV and HCV infection,
we need to be explicit that the experience of being incar-
cerated is itself a likely mode of infection. A recent sys-
tematic review regarding tuberculosis rates in prisons
acknowledged the paucity of reliable data on the subject
but estimated that 8.5% of cases of tuberculosis in the
general population of high-income countries (mostly US
data) is attributable to exposure to tuberculosis in pris-
ons.? Prisons very specifically function as a focal point of
disease transmission.

Where do we assume responsibility in this regard? In
2008/2009, a total of 39098 people were incarcerated
in Canada; this represents an incarceration rate of 117
per 100000 population.® Although lower than the rate
in the United States, Canada’s incarceration rate remains
higher than that of most Western European countries.*
The current Canadian government has called for and
implemented “tough on crime” laws that will lead to the
imprisonment of more people or longer periods of time."
We must examine the public health impact of intensify-
ing incarceration legislation—both within and beyond
prison walls. We need to amplify the surveillance and
treatment of infectious diseases in prison settings and to
implement strategies, such as prison-based needle and
syringe programs'? and addiction treatment's that will
improve and protect the health of prisoners and those
working with them. And, although confirming associa-
tions between marginalization and disease is important,
we equally and urgently need to improve the health and
health care of those most at risk, with the hope of re-
ducing the burden of HIV and HCV in the community.

REFERENCES

1. Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network. Under the skin: a people’s
case for prison needle and syringe programs. Toronto: The Net-
work; 2010. Available from: www.aidslaw.ca/publications/inter-
faces/downloadFile.php?ref=1592 (accessed 2010 Nov 14).

2. Rockstroh JK, Spengler U. HIV and hepatitis C virus co-infec-
tion. Lancet Infect Dis 2004;4(7):437—444-.

OPEN MEDICINE 2011;5(3):E132


mailto:ckendall%40openmedicine.ca?subject=Your%20editorial%20in%20Open%20Medicine
http://www.aidslaw.ca/publications/interfaces/downloadFile.php?ref=1592
http://www.aidslaw.ca/publications/interfaces/downloadFile.php?ref=1592

EDITORIAL

3.

10.

Tuma P, Medrano J, Resino S, Vispo E, Madejon A, Sanchez-Piedra
C, et al. Incidence of liver cirrhosis in HIV-infected patients with
chronic hepatitis B or C in the era of highly active antiretroviral
therapy. Antivir Ther 2010;15(6):881-886.

. Matthews GV, Dore GJ. HIV and hepatitis C coinfection. J

Gastroenterol Hepatol 2008 Jul;23(7 Pt 1):1000-1008.

. Rourke SB, Sobota M, Tucker R, Bekele T, Gibson K, Greene S, et

al. Social determinants of health associated with hepatitis C co-
infection among persons living with HIV: results from the Posi-
tive Spaces, Healthy Places study. Open Med 2011;5(2):€120-131.

. Guidelines and recommendations on the prevention and control

of hepatitis C. Laboratory Centre for Disease Control. Can Com-
mun Dis Rep 1995;21(Suppl 2):1-18, 1—21.

. Alter MJ, Hadler SC, Judson FN, Mares A, Alexander WJ, Hu PY,

et al. Risk factors for acute non-A, non-B hepatitis in the United
States and association with hepatitis C virus infection. JAMA
1990;264(17):2231—2235.

. Public Health Agency of Canada. Hepatitis C virus transmis-

sion in the prison/inmate population. Can Commun Dis Rep
2004; 30. Available from: www.phac-aspc.ge.ca/publicat/ccedr-
rmtc/04vol30/dr3o16c-eng.php (accessed 2010 Nov 11).

. Baussano I, Williams BG, Nunn P, Beggiato M, Fedeli U, Scano F.

Tuberculosis incidence in prisons: a systematic review. PLoS Med
2010;7(12):e1000381.

Statistics Canada. Adult and youth correctional services: key
indicators (2008/2009 correction). Available from: www.stat-
can.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/091208/dqo91208a-eng.htm (accessed
2010 Nov 11).

COWAN-DEWAR ET AL.

11. CBC News. Tory crime bill passes with Bloc support. 2011
Feb. 16. Available from: www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/
story/2011/02/16/bloc-quebecois-supports-conservative-crime-
bill-cp.html.

12. Public Health Agency of Canada. Prison Needle Exchange: Re-
view of the Evidence. Report for Correctional Service of Canada.
Ottawa: The Agency; 2006.

13. Stark K, Bienzle U, Vonk R, Guggenmoos-Holzmann I. History of
syringe sharing in prison and risk of hepatitis B virus, hepatitis
C virus, and human immunodeficiency virus infection among
injecting drug users in Berlin. Int J Epidemiol 1997;26(6):1359—
1366.

Contributors: All authors contributed equally to the preparation of
this article.

Citation: Open Med 2011;5(3):e132-133
Published: 5 July 2011

Copyright: Open Medicine applies the Creative Commons Attribution
Share Alike licence, which means that anyone is able to freely copy,
download, reprint, reuse, distribute, display or perform this work and
that authors retain copyright of their work. Any derivative use of this
work must be distributed only under a license identical to this one
and must be attributed to the authors. Any of these conditions can
be waived with permission from the copyright holder. These condi-
tions do not negate or supersede Fair Use laws in any country. For
more information, please see http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/.

OPEN MEDICINE 2011;5(3):E133


http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/ccdr-rmtc/04vol30/dr3016c-eng.php 
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/publicat/ccdr-rmtc/04vol30/dr3016c-eng.php 
www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/091208/dq091208a-eng.htm
www.statcan.gc.ca/daily-quotidien/091208/dq091208a-eng.htm
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/02/16/bloc-quebecois-supports-conservative-crime-bill-cp.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/02/16/bloc-quebecois-supports-conservative-crime-bill-cp.html
http://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/montreal/story/2011/02/16/bloc-quebecois-supports-conservative-crime-bill-cp.html
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/

