Many young people live in a world where access to illicit drugs is more readily available than the education, resources, or treatment necessary to reduce drug related harms. Often, drugs are available where social services are not. Up to 10% of all new HIV infections worldwide are attributed to injection drug use, and many are young people. Yet young people who use injection drugs are some of the most marginalized, stigmatized and even criminalized individuals in society. They are systematically excluded from life-saving prevention services and support, and proven harm reduction strategies are deemed too controversial, which results in young people being prohibited from accessing them. 

The UN Secretary-General estimates that 92% of people who inject drugs in low and middle-income countries have no access to HIV preventions of any kind. As a direct result of the failure to implement public health strategies for reducing drug related harms, as many as 3.3 million people who inject drugs are already living with HIV.  In many regions, the age of initiating injecting continues to decrease, while HIV infections continue to rise.

When the resources and support young people need to reduce drug-related harms are unavailable, when sexual and reproductive health services do not address the link between substance use (including alcohol) and sexual health risks, our right to the highest attainable standard of health is being denied. When young people who use injection drugs or are affected by drug use are excluded from global and regional HIV/AIDS policy making, our right to participation is being denied. And when education fails to honestly address drug related harm and sexual and reproductive health, our rights to education and to freely access information are not being respected.

Proven examples of effective and comprehensive services include: provision of safe and accessible syringe exchanges, youth-friendly harm reduction and health services included outreach to “meet young people where they are,” reproductive health services geared towards young people who inject drugs and their sexual partners, access to detoxification and treatment centers and substitution therapy, and voluntary and confidential HIV testing and counseling. Furthermore, young people everywhere must have access to reality-based drug education that includes information on the sexual health risks associated with intoxication. 

UN agencies and member states must scale up on the implementation and support of harm reduction programs. The response to HIV must be integrated, and there are key opportunities for interaction and recommendations between the UNGASS on HIV, and the UNGASS on Drugs in 2009. Beyond the efforts that have already been undertaken by UN agencies, there must be a greater collaborative and holistic response to ensure that all young people are assured our fundamental right to be free from drug related harm. 

We have the right to the services required to achieve this. We have the right to the information we need to connect with those services and we have the right to be adequately educated so that we can take measures to protect ourselves.

For more information, please contact Caitlin: Caitlin@youthrise.org 




