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Syringe exchange programs, or as they are more currently known, syringe services programs, operate 
with the primary goal of providing injection drug users with new, sterile injection equipment as a 
means of reducing the spread of blood-borne viruses and or injection-related infections. In addition, 
there has traditionally been an emphasis placed on simultaneously removing used injection equipment 
from circulation through a process of exchanging old syringes for new ones. Both are valid and 
important goals. 

Studies show the presence of a syringe services program is associated with a sharp decrease in 
improperly discarded of needles and syringes. A 2011 study assessed syringe disposal practices in a city 
that has a syringe service program (San Francisco) to a city that does not have a syringe service 
program (Miami) and found that in Miami, 95 percent of syringes were inappropriately discarded as 
compared to San Francisco where they found 13 percent of syringes inappropriately discarded (Tookes, 
2011). The recent closure of the Street Outreach Supporters (SOS) syringe exchange site isn't going to 
lessen the amount of injection drug use in that part of Santa Cruz, but it does remove one of the only 
places where sharps can be properly disposed. The unintended consequence will likely be more 
improperly discarded syringes in public spaces, not fewer. 

Street Outreach Supporters volunteers are trained Community Health Outreach workers who offer their 
program participants sterile injection equipment, compassionate support, education, advocacy, and 
referrals to local resources, including drug treatment. Additionally, they collect used needles in 
biohazard containers and take the equivalent of an oil drum filled with used needles every week for 
disposal. SOS provides a life-saving service to the Santa Cruz community by working to improve the 
health and wellness of drug users along with ensuring that syringes are properly disposed of and do not 
pose a health risk to the community. 

Much has been made about the SOS policy of exchanging syringes with a "one- for- one plus" model. A 
syringe exchange policy of one-for-one plus means that for every one used syringe returned by an 
injector, it is possible for the participant to receive more than one sterile syringe, as pre-defined by 
program policy. The SOS policy allows people up to 30 additional syringes if needed, since that is the 
number anyone in California can buy over the counter at any pharmacy under state law. This model 
was developed in response to concerns about straight one-for-one exchange and in an effort to better 
meet the actual needs of participants. One for one policies have been proven to provide inadequate 
syringe coverage for a community of injection drug users, thus contributing to heightened risk of 
disease transmission (Bluthenthal 2007). Additionally, one for one exchange policies have not been 
shown to increase return rates. In fact, quite the opposite. One research study found that after 
investigating syringe return rates in three US cities -- Oakland, Chicago and Hartford -- that returns 
were highest (nearly 90 percent) in the city with the most liberal policy (Chicago) and lowest (only 50 
percent) in the city with the most restrictive policy (Hartford). 

It only takes one contaminated syringe to infect a person with HIV or HCV. Therefore, to the person 
who gets infected, there is little difference between not having enough clean syringes and not having 
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any clean syringes. This is not a numbers game, but a life and death situation that has very real 
consequences for drug injectors, their families, and partners who may be at risk for HIV, HCV and 
other blood-borne infections. 

There are a number of common reasons a syringe services participant may not have enough syringes 
for exchange, including that they started with an insufficient number to use a sterile syringe for each 
injection, and have been unable to exchange up to their current needs: they have already safely 
disposed of syringes; fear of arrest; police confiscated their syringes; or they may not be an injector and 
are getting syringes for friends or family. 

The rise in prescription pill abuse among youth has led to a fourfold increase statewide in youth 
visiting syringe services programs. Many young heroin users start with raiding the family medicine 
cabinet for painkillers and move to heroin when the supply runs out. People who inject heroin and other 
drugs are not strangers in the community, they are our sons and daughters, and letting them die to send 
an anti-drug message does not help anyone.

Hilary McQuie is the California Director of the Harm Reduction Coalition, a national advocacy and 
capacity-building organization that promotes the health and dignity of individuals and communities 
impacted by drug use. www.harmreduction.org.
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