HCV PREVALENCE AND RISK BEHAVIOURS

AMONG PEOPLE WHO INJECT DRUGS ATTENDING NEEDLE
AND SYRINGE PROGRAMMES IN LISBON, PORTUGAL

Curado, A."23; Nogueira, P."24; Virgolino, A."2; Santa Maria, J.3; Furtado, C."25; Mendao, L."23; Antunes, F.'?2
TInstituto de Satide Ambiental, Faculdade de Medicina, Universidade de Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal | 2Laboratdrio Associado TERRA, Faculdade de Medicina, Universidade de Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal |
3Grupo de Ativistas em Tratamentos, Lisboa, Portugal | “Laboratério de Biomatematica, Faculdade de Medicina, Universidade de Lisboa, Lisboa, Portugal | SInstituto Nacional de Satide Doutor Ricardo

Jorge, Lishoa, Portugal

Background

In Western Europe, the Hepatitis C Virus (HCV) antibody prevalence
among People Who Inject Drugs (PWID) is estimated at around
53.2% . In Portugal, however, the number of people living with
chronic HCV infection, as well as the proportion of infected
through injecting drug use are uncertain. The only exception is
for PWID enrolled in abstinence-based programmes or for cases
of acute HCV infection.

In 2020, the estimated anti-HCV prevalence among PWID in the
country ranged from 40% to 91% 2. Given the limited
epidemiological data available in Portugal, this study aimed to
evaluate the anti-HCV prevalence and behavioural correlates of
infection among PWID attending needle and syringe programmes
in the Metropolitan Area of Lisbon.

Methods

The study followed a cross-sectional design, being carried out
with a purposive sample of PWID between March 2018 and March
2020. The recruitment of the participants took place in needle
and syringe programmes operated in harm reduction services
and outreach initiatives.

Those who tested positive on the HCV point-of-care rapid test
were offered linkage to care. Additional data was also collected
through a questionnaire applied by trained inquirers, including:
drug use history and current practices, HCV testing, care and
treatment history, and knowledge regarding hepatitis C.

Results
A total of 176 PWID were included in the study, being observed
an anti-HCV prevalence of 70.5% (95% ClI: 63.1%-77.1%).

Those with a positive anti-HCV positive test result tended to start
injecting drugs at a younger age, have a higher rate of benzo-
diazepine injection in the last 30 days, and are more likely to
have attended an Opioid Agonist Treatment (OAT) [Table 1.
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Table 1. Characteristics No. (%) or Mean (SD)  No. (%) or Mean (SD)

of study participants. All participants Anti-HCV+ participants
(n=176) (n=124)
Gender - men 158 (89.8) 108 (87.1)
Age > 40y 100 (56.8) 72 (58.1)
Mean age 42.08 (0.63) 42.69 (8.38)
Country of birth - Portugal 149 (84.7) 108 (87.1)
Level of education < 9y of school 126 (72.0) 89 (71.8)
Homelessness in the last 12months 100 (57.1) 69 (55.6)
Age of first injection 23.19 (8.54) 21.58 (7.57)
Drugs injected in the last 30 days
Heroin 146 (83.0) 101 (81.5)
Powder cocaine 112 (63.6) 81 (65.3)
Crack cocaine 77 (43.8) 59 (47.6)
Benzodiazepines 18 (10.2) 17 (13.7)
Ever shared needles and syringes 58 (33.3) 50 (40.3)
Ever been in OAT 145 (82.9) 111(89.5)

Conclusion

This study represents the first estimate of the anti-HCV prevalence
among PWID attending harm reduction services in Portugal. Collected
data can contribute to increasing current knowledge of this population,
as well as to better estimate those in need of HCV treatment.
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