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Drug treatment and health services continue to fall short of meeting needs and deaths related to drug use have increased;the rate of transmission of HIV, the hepatitis C virus and other blood-borne diseases associated with drug use, including injecting drug use in some countries, remains high 



Established history of drug treatment 
in Europe

• 1.3 million in drug 
treatment

• Diversified (a variety 
of services and 
providers) 

• Opioid users the 
largest group

• Methadone and 
buprenorphine
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• Number of new heroin users entering treatment at historical low levels

Some treatment successes…



Number of clients in opioid substitution 
treatment, 1993-2018
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>650 000 in OST
Over 50% of problem 
opioid users

Note: Until 2001/2002, data includes only EU-15 countries (orange bars). Data from the UK is available only
from 2005 onwards. Source: EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2020 — Health and social responses.



Differences in treatment coverage
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Treatment for opioid dependence: 
OST the gold standard
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Emerging treatment challenges

• Cannabis problems on the increase

• Identifying effective interventions for this group

• A rise in the use of stimulant and synthetic drugs –
implications for treatment
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Drug overdoses: relatively low and 
stable
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Increases among older cohorts8300 deaths in 2018 

Trends in overdose deaths



Drug overdose rates: regional variation
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Mortality rate 22.3 deaths per million population aged 15-64. 



Interventions to reduce the risk of opioid-
related deaths 
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Availability of harm reduction interventions 
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HIV and viral hepatitis in Europe: steady 
decline in drug injection
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770 000 
PWID in 2017

Injecting among first-time drug treatment entrants, 
EU+Turkey, 2006-18

Recent national estimates of prevalence of injecting drug 
use, EU+Norway, 2012-18



Stimulant injection remains widespread
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Drug residues in used syringes in selected European cities, 2019



Decline in new HIV diagnoses among PWID
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966 new HIV diagnoses in 2018



16

HCV among PWID continues to be a concern, 
but treatment being scaled up



Infectious disease outbreaks among PWID
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By location, infection and injected drugs, EU, 2014-2019



Effective responses are known
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Joint ECDC/EMCDDA public health 
guidance:

Prevention and control of infectious 
diseases among people who inject drugs 

Recommended measures
• Distribution of injection equipment 

and materials
• Drug dependence treatment
• Vaccination
• Testing and treatment of infectious 

diseases
• Health promotion
• Targeted delivery of services

New update underway (2021)

Seven interventions, one 
aim: no infections
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http://rdr-a-distance.info/index.php/kits-injection


COVID-19: 
implications for 
drug-related 
harms and 
responses?



Impact on drug use and harms

• Switch to more 
available substances 
alcohol and 
benzodiazepines

• Boredom and anxiety 
main reasons for use

• Increase in hospital 
emergencies due to 
mental health problems
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Initial decline in service availability and 
provision

Drug treatment services

Harm reduction services

Adaptability
Flexibility
Telemedicine



Moving forward..

• Evaluate changes in service provision: e.g. new 
flexibility of OST and use of telemedicine

• Manage risks related to confinement and de-
confinement

• Ensure drug services are seen as essential health 
services (PPE and funding)
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Thank you
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