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Substance Use and HIV/Hepatitis C
Alcohol/Substance Use and Risk for HIV
Some people who abuse alcohol are more likely to engage in behaviors that place them
at risk for contracting HIV. Alcohol affects the brain by reducing a person’s inhibitions and
altering their perception of risk – causing some people to think “It won’t happen to me!”
or, “I won’t get infected with HIV.”
After a few drinks, a person is more likely to initiate sexual relationships and put
themselves at risk. Also, alcohol has been shown to increase the risk of violent sexual
behaviour such as rape.
Alcohol use can lead to use of heavier drugs (e.g. injection drugs, crack, cocaine, crystal
meth) that increase a person’s risk of exposure to diseases such as HIV and hepatitis C
through sharing of drug equipment. Heavy drug use often increases a person’s chance of
becoming involved in high-risk sexual behaviors. High risk sexual behaviours include
having multiple sex partners, unprotected sexual intercourse with high-risk partners (HIV
infected or injection drug users) and becoming involved in prostitution (exchange of sex
for money or drugs).
Injection drug use plays a large part in the transmission of HIV and Hep C. Injection drug
users who share needles have a high likelihood of contracting either or both of these
diseases if they share needles with someone who has HIV and/or Hep C. Sharing other
drug equipment such as pipes and straws when using crack or powder cocaine also
increases the risk of infection.
Substance Use and the Immune System
Each of us has an immune system that helps to protect us and fight infections.
Substance use can weaken our immune system and decrease our body’s ability to fight
germs. Alcohol and substance users appear to be at increased risk for bacterial infections
and cancers than other people.
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Substance Use and People who are HIV Positive
The news of an HIV positive test or coping with the stress of living with HIV can greatly
stress a person, sometimes causing them to spend a lot of time using drugs or alcohol.
But substance use alters a person’s judgment and weakens their health.
The use of drugs, alcohol, glue and solvents are very dangerous for a person who is HIV
positive. People who have HIV have weakened immune systems. The effects of substance
use on the body are too much for an HIV positive person to handle. Heavy and persistent
drinking and/or drug use can damage the immune system further and this may speed up
the onset of AIDS and AIDS related illnesses.

March 2006

