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AN EMERALD EDITORIAL

CHRIS HUTCHINSON/Emerald

Despite concluding needle exchange programs work, the
JSederal government still won't provide funding for them

erhaps Ann Hinds, HIV pro-

gram manager for Outside In, a

social service agency in Port-

land, put it best: “Politics makes
me sick.”

Hinds, quoted in Tuesday’s Oregon-
ian, was speaking metaphorically about
the White House's decision to continue
a ban on federal funding for needle ex-
change programs. But she might as well
have been speaking literally.

Because of political fears, thousands
of Americans may contract HIV, the
virus that leads to AIDS, through the use
of contaminated needles. This is sick in-
deed.

Two issues have historically hindered
federal support for needle exchange pro-
grams. In 1989, when the ban was im-
posed, funding was made illegal until
the government could demonstrate that
such programs reduced the spread of
HIV and did not increase drug use.

According to The New York Times,
the government certified in February
that exchange programs are effective.
This comes after years of empirical evi-
dence to that effect. Questions about the
impact programs have on drug use re-
mained, however.

The Times quoted Harold Varmus, di-
rector of the National Institutes of
Health, as saying a review of assorted

studies produced “increasingly strong
evidence” that needle exchange pro-
grams worked well in not only stopping
the spread of HIV but also helping draw
addicts into treatment.

In fact, according to the story in The
Oregonian, at least six literature re-
views, including one by the NIH, had
demonstrated that exchange programs
did not increase drug use. For his part,
Varmus pointed to a Baltimore study in
which half of the 3,000 addicts evaluat-

ed had sought treatment after participat-

ing in a needle exchange program.

Nevertheless, despite piles of over-
whelming evidence, the federal govern-
ment waited until Monday to answer
the two questions raised about needle
programs. According to Peter Lurie, a
doctor and research associate quoted in
the Times story, Clinton could have
saved 17,000 lives during his time in of-
fice by funding needle exchange pro-
grams.

It gets worse, of course. Despite Mon-
day's announcement, the government
will continue to ban funding; hence the
illness felt by Hinds and the inevitable
deaths of thousands more.

According to the Times, Surgeon
General David Satcher announced that
40 percent of new HIV infections in the
United States are attributable, directly

or indirectly, to contaminated needles.
Needle exchanges won't save all those
people, and federal funding won't pre-
vent needle exchanges, but if federal in-
action affects even 5 percent of HIV in-
fections, it is reprehensible.

How can Clinton justify not trying to
prevent the deaths of thousands? Hinds
has a clear understanding of the prob-
lem — politics.

Despite the overwhelming scientific
evidence, conservative GOP leaders still
lambasted the administration’s an-
nouncement and vowed to never let fed-
eral money go to needle programs.

In The New York Times, Republican
Sen. John Ashcroft called the scientific
declaration “an intolerable message that
it’s time to accept drug use as a way of
life.” Ashcroft and others worry that
needle programs send the message to
children that drug use is acceptable.

This is so profoundly irrational as to
be amusing — except that lives are
threatened by the GOP’s comical igno-
rance. Not only did the NIH's literature
review determine that needle programs
help decrease drug use, but the reality of
needle programs is that they explicitly
target existing users and are not widely
publicized or romanticized, thus mak-
ing it inconceivable that such programs
would promote drug use.

The real “reasoning” behind the op-
position to needle exchanges is the
same as that behind opposition to med-
ical marijuana and assisted suicide —
any violation of the law by a common
citizen must be punished without un-
derstanding or logic. This determined
obedience to law for law’s sake ignores
the point of legal codes — to reasonably
protect the rights of citizens. It isn’t the
law that needs protection; it is the basis
for the law.

Needle exchange programs save lives.
Anti-drug laws are at least intended to
save lives. Therefore, anyone who hon-
estly supports anti-drug laws ought to
support needle exchanges.

If politicians aren’t smart enough to
realize that a preponderance of scientif-
ic evidence has rendered obsolete their
archaic aversion to recognizing that
anti-drug laws cannot be absolute, it is
time to remove those obsolete politi-
cians from power.

But of course, the shortage of smart
politicians is affecting more than the
spread of HIV. Politics is making a lot of
people sick, and this is but one small ex-
ample.

This editorial represents the opinion of the
Emerald editorial board. Responses may be
sent to ode@oregon .uoregon .edu.
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