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Outline
• Opioid use/hepatitis C 
epidemiology in the US

• Treatment strategies for opioid 
use disorder and hepatitis C

• Harm reduction and treatment 
as prevention as they relate to 
elimination of hepatitis C

Syndemic
• A set of linked health problems involving two or more afflictions, 
interacting synergistically, and contributing to excess burden of 
disease in a population



www.cdc.gov/drugoverdose/data/analysis.html



Opioid use disorder
• An estimated 2 million individuals in the United States have opioid 
use disorder associated with prescription opioids

• An estimated $78.5 billion in economic costs annually
– including the costs of health care, lost productivity, addiction treatment, and 
criminal justice involvement
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overdose, abuse, and dependence in the United States, 2013. Med 
Care. 2016;54(10):901–906.
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www.hepvu.org/resources/opioids/



Hepatitis C infection
• Estimated number of acute hepatitis C cases was over 41,200 in 
2016

• Most people become infected with the hepatitis C virus by sharing 
needles or other equipment to prepare or inject drugs

www.hepvu.org/resources/opioids/



www.hepvu.org/resources/opioids/



Treatment
OOpioid use disorder

• Medication-assisted treatment
– Methadone
– Buprenorphine
– Naltrexone

• Counseling

• Harm reduction

• Overdose prevention

Chronic hepatitis C

• Medication
– Direct acting antivirals

• Infection control measures

• Counseling

• Harm reduction

What is harm reduction?
Methods of reducing harm:
• Needle/syringe exchange programs
• Provision of condoms
• Education re: safe injection practices
• Overdose prevention (naloxone)
• Tobacco cessation assistance
• Medication-assisted treatment
• Screening for infectious diseases

• Treatment as prevention
• HIV PrEP

https://harmreduction.org/enablinghealth/



Cherokee Nation – Treatment as Prevention
• 2015-2017

– 52 people with HCV infection and injection drug use in previous 12 months 
treated for HCV

– 47 with SVR data available
– 45 achieved SVR: a cure rate of 96%

– 5 people did not return for SVR lab draw
– Similar rate as people without injection drug use in previous 12 months

• 96% cure rate!

Essex, WE & Mera, JM (2018) HCV cure rates among PWID not in 
medication assisted treatment in an AI/AN population presented at 
INHSU 2018



One thing leads to another…

Mental health disorders, 
historical trauma, childhood 

abuse, abandonment, 
socioeconomic factors, 
environmental, housing, 

education, others

Opioid Use Disorder > 
(injecting), Other injection 

drug use

Hepatitis C Infection, HIV, 
Endocarditis, Skin infections, 

Overdose, Death

Try to fix the problems and not just treat the symptoms

SymptomsProblems

Conclusions
• Opioid use disorder and hepatitis C infection are a devastating 
syndemic, caused by underlying issues that must be addressed

• Consider harm reduction at every hepatitis C encounter
• To eliminate hepatitis C, we must prevent transmission
• Treating people who inject drugs is preventing others from 
acquiring hepatitis C infection
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