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   Rates of HIV infection are increasing in 
Saskatchewan. Compared to the early 1980s 
where most new cases were among men who 
have sex with men, more cases are now being 
attributed to injection drug use (IDU). It is 
estimated that 16 million people inject drugs 
worldwide, and three  million of those are living 
with HIV. 
   In 2009, 77% of newly diagnosed HIV cases 
in the province reported having used injection 
drugs - giving an indication towards the most 
likely reason for the person having acquired 
HIV. Similar to the rest of the province, 
injection drug use is a major form of HIV 
transmission in the north. Research does show 
that among IDU, Aboriginal people are 
disproportionately affected by HIV and we are 
seeing more cases being diagnosed among                                                    
Aboriginal women below the age of 40. 
   Injection of illicit drugs (also known as 
shooting up) is a practice that is associated 
with a negative label. Among the drugs which 
are injected are cocaine, morphine  and 
heroin.  HIV is able to be transmitted easily 
though this behaviour because of sharing of 
needles among users. Sharing of other 
equipment used in the process, such as 
spoons, cookers and filters also places them at 
risk for acquiring this and other infections like 
hepatitis B & C.  

 

 
 
 

   Some users engage in unprotected sexual 
behaviour for drugs or money in order to 
support their addiction, placing themselves 
and sexual partners  at further risk. The risk of 
HIV transmission increases the more times the 
person injects and shares needles, and  is 
even higher when they share needles with 
multiple people. 
   IDU is an issue that affects the user, their 
family, friends  and community. Apart from HIV 
and hepatitis, users can also get infection at 
the injection sites, which can progress to blood 
poisoning. Some injection drugs can affect 
breathing, cause coma, stroke, abnormal heart 
rhythms and heart attacks. Users are also at 
risk of blood clots, drug overdose and death. 
Some are forced to 
engage in illegal 
activity and crime 
because of their 
addiction. Used 
n e e d l e s  a r e 
s o m e t i m e s 
discarded in places 
such as parks, 
w h i c h  p u t s 
c o m m u n i t y 
members at risk.  
   Drug addiction is a 
complex issue that is often associated with 
unemployment, homelessness, poverty and 
other social problems. IDU continues to be a 
significant public health challenge in the north 
and we need a comprehensive approach to 
prevent the spread of HIV  through IDU. We 
will look at this further in the next column. 
   For more information, contact the Northern 
Inter-Tribal Health Authority at 306-953-0670 
or the Population Health Unit at 306-425-8512. 
 
   Dr. Khaketla is the Deputy Medical Health Officer 
for the three northern health authorities. 
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