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Dear Editor,

From the 1980s to the late 2000s, the primary driver

of the HIV epidemic in Iran was transmission through
injecting drug use. Over time, however, the dominant

mode of transmission has gradually shifted toward

unprotected sexual contact, which currently represents

the main route of HIV transmission in the country.

According to the most recent data, only 7% of current
HIV transmissions are attributed to injecting drug use,

whereas approximately 64% occur through sexual

transmission (1-3).

Since the 1990s, when HIV prevalence among people

who inject drugs (PWID) was estimated at

approximately 25%-30%, a steady decline has been

observed. Specifically, HIV prevalence among PWID

decreased to approximately 15% in 2010, 8% in 2011, 4% in

2020, and 1% in 2024 (Figure 1) (2-4). These figures

indicate a substantial reduction in HIV prevalence

among PWID over recent decades. This decline can

largely be attributed to the initiation of harm reduction
programs in Iran in 2000 and their continued

implementation thereafter. In addition, field studies

have documented a shift in substance use patterns from

injecting to non-injecting routes of administration (5).

Harm reduction programs in Iran have primarily

included needle and syringe programs, methadone
maintenance treatment, and condom distribution. The

provision of free sterile needles and syringes through

drop-in centers (DICs) has been widely implemented

and has played a critical role in preventing HIV

transmission among PWID (1-3). Currently, individuals
who inject drugs can also obtain sterile disposable

syringes from pharmacies without stigma or restriction.

Methadone maintenance treatment has had a

particularly significant impact on controlling the HIV

epidemic among PWID in Iran, especially by preventing

HIV transmission in Iranian prisons. Furthermore,

condom distribution programs are currently

implemented in DICs, positive clubs, defined as

community-based support centers for people living

with HIV, and selected prisons across the country. These

interventions have the potential to substantially reduce

sexual transmission of HIV. However, given that sexual

transmission is now the predominant route of HIV

transmission, further strengthening and expansion of

these programs are essential (2, 3). In light of the

demonstrated effectiveness of harm reduction

programs in controlling HIV among PWID, these

interventions should be further reinforced. Sustaining

and expanding harm reduction efforts is crucial to
preventing any resurgence in HIV incidence and

prevalence among PWID and avoiding a return to

previous epidemic levels.
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Figure 1. Trend of HIV prevalence among PWID in Iran

Conflict of Interests Statement: The authors confirm

that they have no conflicts of interest.

Funding/Support: No funding was received for this

study.

References

1. Jahani MR, Kheirandish P, Hosseini M, Shirzad H, Seyedalinaghi SA,

Karami N, Valiollahi P, Mohraz M, McFarland W. HIV seroconversion

among injection drug users in detention, Tehran, Iran. AIDS.

2009;23(4):538-540. [PubMed ID: 19182678].

https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0b013e3283269e3c.

2. SeyedAlinaghi S, Taj L, Mazaheri-Tehrani E, Ahsani-Nasab S,

Abedinzadeh N, McFarland W, et al. HIV in Iran: onset, responses, and

future directions. Aids. 2021;35(4):529-542. [PubMed ID: 33252485].

[PubMed Central ID: PMC7924262].

https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0000000000002757.

3. SeyedAlinaghi S, Roozbahani MM, Farhoudi B, Manshadi SA, Jahanfar

S. HIV infection in Iran: An update on epidemiology, testing and

gaps. Acta Medica Iranica. 2024.

https://doi.org/10.18502/acta.v62i4.17430.

4. Kheirandish P, Seyedalinaghi SA, Hosseini M, Jahani MR, Shirzad H,

Foroughi M, et al. Prevalence and correlates of HIV infection among

male injection drug users in detention in Tehran, Iran. JAIDS Journal

of Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndromes. 2010;53(2):273-275. [PubMed

ID: 20104123]. https://doi.org/10.1097/QAI.0b013e3181be6dde.

5. Rahimi Y, Gholami J, Amin‐Esmaeili M, Fotouhi A, Rafiemanesh H,

Shadloo B, et al. HIV prevalence among people who inject drugs

(PWID) and related factors in Iran: a systematic review, meta-analysis

and trend analysis. Addiction. 2020;115(4):605-622. [PubMed ID:

31631425]. https://doi.org/10.1111/add.14853.

https://brieflands.com/journals/semj/articles/170394
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19182678
https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0b013e3283269e3c
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33252485
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/PMC7924262
https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0000000000002757
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/33252485
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/PMC7924262
https://doi.org/10.1097/QAD.0000000000002757
https://doi.org/10.18502/acta.v62i4.17430
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20104123
https://doi.org/10.1097/QAI.0b013e3181be6dde
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/31631425
https://doi.org/10.1111/add.14853

