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Chairman Koutoujian, Senator Fargo and members of the Joint Committee on Public Health, thank you for the opportunity to submit testimony.  My name is Constance Peters and I am the Vice-President for Substance Abuse with the Mental Health and Substance Abuse Corporations of Massachusetts, Inc.  MHSACM is a statewide association representing more than 100 service provider organizations.  Our members provide community-based mental health and substance abuse treatment services to families throughout the state, and serve approximately 117,000 Massachusetts residents on any given day.  
On behalf of the providers of mental health and substance abuse services, MHSACM requests your support for House Bills 2655 and 2741 and Senate Bill 1312; An Act To Prevent HIV and Hepatitis C, and hope that you report these bill out favorably.   The purpose of these bills is to deregulate the sale and possession of hypodermic needles and syringes, allowing them to be sold over-the-counter to adults by licensed pharmacists.  An educational insert would be given out with each syringe and insurance coverage for medically necessary syringes would not be affected.
Massachusetts is in the midst of a heroin epidemic.  We admit three times more individuals for detoxification from heroin than the national average.  Heroin addiction and injection needle use are on the rise and death from heroin and related narcotics has increased significantly over the past three years.  Many more opiate addicts are younger and at risk of catching HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C.  Furthermore, despite efforts by local, state and federal officials, heroin continues to be readily available in our urban, rural and suburban communities and affects individuals and families in all social and economic levels of our society.   Heroin is extremely cheap and can be purchased for only $3 to $4 per bag, and is readily available for purchase across the Commonwealth.
The need for access to clean needles in Massachusetts is tremendous.  Massachusetts has the ninth highest rate of AIDS spread by needle use in the country and we have more than 100,000 people living with Hepatitis C.  About 40 percent of all people living with HIV/AIDS in Massachusetts were infected through the use of dirty needles.  Needle sharing is also the most significant factor in contracting Hepatitis C, the leading indicator for liver transplantation.

Massachusetts is one of only three states in the nation that requires a prescription to purchase syringes.   Studies have shown that HIV infection rates among injection drug users are twice as high in cities and towns that prohibit over the counter sales of syringes.  Research also indicates that access to sterile syringes and clean needles reduces the spread of disease.  The infrastructure necessary for over-the-counter sales of syringes is already in place, and will cost the state next to nothing to implement. 
Clean needle access works.   In Boston, which has a Needle Exchange Program, only 22 percent of HIV transmission occurs through injection drug use while other Massachusetts cities that do not have clean needle access report up to 50 percent of HIV/AIDS transmitted by injection drug use.  Only four Massachusetts communities have Needle Exchange Programs.  This number must increase if the state is serious about ending the spread of HIV/AIDS and Hepatitis C among our citizens.  These diseases have no boundaries; they can be contracted regardless of one’s sexual orientation, race, marital or social status.   

The cost of lifetime treatment for one HIV infected person is estimated to be $227,000 and costs are rising.  The cost for the treatment of Hepatitis C, especially if a liver transplant is indicated, is astronomical.  These infectious diseases will continue to wreak havoc on not only on the individuals who contract them, but also on their families, the health care industry and ultimately the state as a whole.  The legal pharmacy sales of needles would save the state a significant amount of money by reducing the need for lifetime treatment or expensive surgery, and it would provide lifesaving access to clean needles statewide.
MHSACM strongly recommends that the Legislature increase legal access to clean needles and information about drug treatment and safe needle disposal.   Pharmacy access to clean needles reduces HIV and does not increase drug use or criminal activity.   The American Medical Association, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the American Pharmaceutical Association and many other national organizations support increasing access to sterile syringes.  

Thank you for the opportunity to provide testimony, and if you should have any questions please feel free to contact MHSACM.  

Cc:  Patricia Lynch, Lynch & Fierro, LLP
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