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This figure is similar to those reported in other 
industrialised countries. The World Health 
Organisation estimates that mental health 
problems contribute to 10 per cent of the 
global burden of disease, with depression alone 
predicted to be the largest health problem 
globally by the year 2030.

Several studies report that injecting drug 
users experience higher rates of mental health 
problems than non-drug users. Drug users have 
been identified as having high rates of depressive 
and anxiety symptoms in combination with their 
substance use problems. 

Given this finding, the need to identify and 
manage mental health problems clearly falls 
within the scope of Needle and Syringe Program 
(NSP) service delivery.

Some research suggests that compared with  
non-drug users, people with mental health and 
drug use issues:

n	 have worse psychiatric symptoms, treatment  
 compliance and prognosis;

n	 use more treatment and service resources;

n	 have a greater propensity for suicidal and  
 self-harming behaviours and poorer physical  
 health  habits;

n	 have fewer social supports and financial  
 resources, so are more likely to seek treatment  
 as outpatients from public sector providers;  
 and

n	 have higher rates of extensive public psychiatric  
 hospital admissions and involvement with  
 criminal justice service system.

So, what is mental health? The Australian 
Government Department of Health and Ageing 
has defined mental health as ‘the capacity of 
individuals within groups and the environment to 

interact with one another in ways that promote 
subjective wellbeing, optimal development and 
use of mental abilities (cognitive, affective and 
relational) and achievement of individual and 
collective goals consistent with justice.’

Evidence indicates that mental health problems 
are becoming more common and more costly to 
individuals and the community. It also indicates 
that they are more common among people with 
relative social disadvantage. 

Like physical health, a range of factors are 
thought to affect mental health. These include 
income and social status; education; social 
environments; family; biology and genetics; 
personal health practices and coping skills; 
recreational and vocational opportunities; as well 
as access to health services.

GettinG a Grip on mental health
The promoTion of menTal healTh and prevenTion of menTal illness are now 
recognised as a prioriTy for The ausTralian communiTy. sTudies indicaTe ThaT 
one in five ausTralians are affecTed by menTal healTh problems each year.

This strategy has been 
credited with controlling 
the HIV epidemic, but its very success may have 
inadvertently created an over reliance on this 
simple approach. The impact of this over reliance 
may contribute to explaining the prevailing 
hepatitis C epidemic in Australia.

The National Hepatitis C Strategy acknowledges 
that for a variety of reasons, many people who 
inject drugs have limited access to health care.  
As a result, many have poor levels of health, which 
may be compounded by other factors including 
poverty and poor access to social services. 
Hepatitis C may be one issue among a range  
of other more immediate needs, including  
mental health.

Reducing risky behaviours amongst injecting 
drug users requires us to be responsive to the 
individual needs of clients. It requires us to assist 
clients in addressing their most pressing and 

immediate concerns. Addressing the issue of 
mental health is a risk reducing strategy that 
is complementary to the primary strategy of 
providing sterile equipment and education. 
Providing access to services to improve the overall 
health of our clients creates the opportunity to 
work with clients to focus on reducing the burden 
of hepatitis C.

The NSP has a unique interface with a client 
group who are often reluctant or unwelcome to 
utilize the mainstream health system, especially 
in the area of preventative health. But only a 
limited number of service providers have been 
able to fully incorporate broader risk reduction 
strategies, such as assessment and referral 
into drug treatment, immunization, targeted 
education and screening of blood-borne viruses, 
into their work. 

The provision of complementary strategies 
targeting individual needs, in an effort to reduce 
the risk of transmission of blood-borne viruses, is 
an acknowledgement that the management of 
injecting drug use practices in our community is 
complex. To meaningfully engage with the issue, 
we need to take a multi-faceted rather than linear 
approach. We need to recognise that no single 
strategy can meet the needs of every individual.

Should NSPs focus on mental health seeming 
they are the most visited service by people who 
inject drugs? 

NSPs are often busy environments with little 
resources to make the most of the opportunity 
that regular contact with drug consumers offers 
beyond the distribution of equipment and health 
messages. Of course, many NSPs are already 
providing mental health promotion by simply 
positively engaging with clients. Building on this 
regular and respectful contact could be a focus 
into the future. 

According to reports, people who have a mental 
illness and who are also using drugs, often fall 
through the gaps in the service system. To address 
this lack of parity, dual diagnosis services are 
being enhanced through training, the provision 
of secondary consultation and general systems 
development. Treatment for mental illness is 
being provided to existing clients of alcohol 

and drug services, mental health and psychiatric 
disability services, including through referrals to 
these dual diagnosis services. 

Most people injecting drugs do not regularly 
access these services but they do access NSPs.  
We therefore have a unique opportunity to create 
better pathways for our clients who may be 
grappling with mental illness. Unfortunately, the 
vast majority of NSPs lack the resources to do it.

is there appropriate and adequate information 
about mental health available in all nsps? 

are nsp workers able to engage with the enormous 
diversity of clients that access the service? 

are workers supported within their organisations 
to cope with all of the challenges that nsp  
work presents? 

are there targeted programs for specific  
groups or issues? 

are there supported referral or specialist mental 
health services on site at more than a handful of 
nsps in australia? 

does training for nsp workers help staff  
manage mental health issues as well as 
challenging situations with more confidence  
and competence? 

This edition of the Anex Bulletin aims to investigate 
these issues. I hope you find it stimulating.

John Ryan, CEO, Anex  

SHOuld THE NEEdlE ANd SyRiNgE 
PROgRAm ENgAgE WiTH mENTAl 
HEAlTH? The goal of the NSP is to reduce HiV and hepatitis C transmission 

among injecting drug users, especially by reducing risky behaviours. 
Providing sterile injecting equipment with an elementary level of 
health education has been the cornerstone of this effort. 
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Stress Disorder
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taking Care of nSp workers
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