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8" November 2024
Dear Colleagues,

| am writing to make you aware of a rise in HIV and Hepatitis C infections in
the Belfast area linked to injecting drug use. PHA are working with the Trusts
and those organisations who work directly with people who inject drugs, to
help address this issue.

Please can you cascade this information through your organisation to those
who need to be informed, including emergency departments, medical
assessment units, short stay units, addictions services, homelessness and
inclusion health services, healthcare in criminal justice and sexual health,
GUM, pharmacies, microbiology and virology.

It is important to remind people that Hepatitis C can be cured and HIV can be
treated.

1. Case finding

We need your help to find and treat people who are infected. Please have a
low threshold for testing for HIV, Hepatitis B and Hepatitis C. Some people
may have limited interactions with healthcare, so every contact is a vital
opportunity to promote testing and treatment. People who are sex workers
and their clients may also be at increased risk. If you have patients who may
be sex workers they should be encouraged to test for BBV and STI.

You can also signpost people for testing in GUM, drug outreach, inclusion
healthcare services and online at https://sh24.org.uk/

Sexual Health/Genitourinary Medicine (GUM) clinics provide free, confidential
advice. Please visit www.sexualhealthni.info/gqum-clinics-northern-ireland for
times and contact details of local sexual health/GUM clinics.



https://sh24.org.uk/
http://www.sexualhealthni.info/gum-clinics-northern-ireland

2. Harm reduction

Remind patients to:

e ifiinjecting drugs, NEVER share or pass on drug injecting equipment.
This includes needles, syringes, spoons, water, filters or anything else
that might be contaminated with blood;

e avoid sharing any toiletry equipment that could have been contaminated
with blood, e.g. razors, toothbrushes, nail scissors, tweezers;

e use condoms

e patients should be vaccinated against Hepatitis B.

The Needle and Syringe Exchange Scheme is a free, confidential service for
people who inject substances to get new, sterile injecting equipment as well
as disposing of used equipment safely.

Please encourage any of your clients to come forward for testing and access
the Needle and Syringe Exchange Service. Anyone who injects substances
can use a needle exchange service, and this includes people who inject
cocaine, opioids, steroids, tanning agents or stimulants.

A list of providers of Needle and Syringe Exchange Services is available at
https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/publications/needle-and-syringe-exchange-
scheme.

3. Treatment

Hepatitis C can be cured with a short 8 to 12-week course of oral medication,
and HIV can be treated. HIV can be treated, and treatment is delivered by
Trust HIV and GUM teams.

| appreciate that this is a busy time for clinical teams and am very grateful for
your continued support.

Yours sincerely,

Dr Joanne McClean
Director of Public Health


https://www.publichealth.hscni.net/publications/needle-and-syringe-exchange-scheme
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