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What is a syndemic?

Social Determinants of 
Health (poverty, housing 

instability, violence)

HIV, HCV, 
STIs

Adverse Mental Health

Substance 
use and 

overdose

Syndemic:
Mutually reinforcing 
interaction of disease and 
social conditions that 
exacerbates negative 
health outcomes 



CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TITLE STYLEDrug And Alcohol use Increases Risk of HIV Transmission 
& Interrupts the HIV Continuum of Care

Increase Sexual Risk & IDU Risk

Reduce ART Adherence, 
Increase Viral Load

Progression to AIDS/ Increased risk 
of transmission to uninfected

Opioid

Cocaine

Alcohol

Methamphetamine
Kurma et al., 2015, Mehta et al., 2014, Shoptaw, 2013, Wechsberg et al., 2011; Altice et al. Lancet 2010; Azar et al. 2010; Springer  et al, CID, 2011



DC Context for HIV and PWID



DC Context for HIV and PWID

Syringe service programs work!
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The longstanding decline in HIV diagnoses among persons who inject drugs in United States how now 
stalled.
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CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TITLE STYLEHIV Prevention: Pre-Exposure Prophylaxis 
(PrEP)
o FDA-approved PrEP regimens

o Oral daily pill (Truvada or Descovy) approved for people at risk 
through sex or injection drug use.  

o Long-acting injection every 2 months (cabotegravir or Apretude) 
approved for people at risk through sex

o **Taken correctly can be more than 90% effective in preventing in HIV 
transmission



CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TITLE STYLEPrEP Continuum among People Who Inject Drugs, 
Washington, DC (2018 vs. 2015)
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2015 data: Kuo et al., CROI 2018. #1030 

Soon—updated numbers from PWID 

2022!
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Number of Overdose Deaths in Washington, DC, 2014-2022

DC Office of Chief Medical Examiner (OCME), 6/20/23 Fatal Overdose Report
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Source: DC Health Monthly Non-Fatal Overdose Report, April 2023
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Source: DC Health Monthly Non-Fatal Overdose Report, April 2023



, 2018



CLICK TO EDIT MASTER TITLE STYLEMedication treatment of OUD also 
improves HIV viral suppression..... 

• MOUD was associated with :

• Greater ART Adherence OR 1.55, 95%CI 1.12-2.10

• HIV Viral Suppression OR 2.19, 955 CI 1.88-2.56 

...and saves lives by preventing overdoses
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• Syndemic of opioid use and HIV in DC is still a major public health problem
• Harm reduction is critical to health of people who use drugs
• New HIV infections are decreasing but overdose rates are not
• Drug treatment/medication for opioid use disorder/PrEP can improve 
syndemic outcomes, but engagement in care is suboptimal
• Interventions to improve access and engagement in care and prevention in 
a syndemic framework are needed (integrated care models)

INTEGRA Study (HPTN 094)
mobile health unit providing 

integrated care
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Questions
?
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George Kerr, MT-CDSMP/DM
Harm Reduction at Westminster / 
George@giiiassociates.com

I am committed to educating, training, advocating, and 
collaborating for social justice through harm reduction. I 
have a long and committed history of effectively working 
with some of the District's most prominent health service 
providers and have motivated hundreds of individuals to 
advocate for those who the stigma of HIV and substance 
abuse has silenced. I believe that TOGETHER, we can 
build a healthier community.

About the Speaker

mailto:George@giiiassociates.com
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Leslie Demus
SUD Certified Peer Navigator, Unity Healthcare at Department 
of Corrections / ldemus@unityhealthcare.org

My name is Leslie Darnell Demus, Community Health Worker (CHW) 
presently employed with Unity Health care at the Department of 
Corrections. Previously working under a linkage to care grant, for newly 
diagnosed HIV/AIDS clients. I’ve had extensive training as a CHW in the 
field of HIV/AIDS. Having a clear understanding of the community I serve, 
this has enabled me to serve as a liaison/intermediary between medical 
providers/social services and the community. Working with this population 
requires me to perform HIV/STD screening often in the community. Living 
with HIV for over 20 years and my experience in the community has been a 
great asset in my job performance. I supply the support needed to assist 
individuals to stay adherent to their medical regiment and address the 
barriers that would prevent them from being medically compliant. I have 
been employed and or affiliated with all HIV organization in the DMV and 
have facilitated several HIV support groups. I am spiritually grounded and 
very physically fit. I love sports, especially tennis and I often ski and ride 
horses. An inspirational quote that I try to live by, Be as patient with others 
as God has been with you.

mailto:ldemus@unityhealthcare.org

