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In 2021, approximately 30,000 adults in Puerto Rico 
were living with HIV/AIDS, 41% of whom contracted 
the infection via injection drug use. Harm reduction 
services such as needle exchange programs (NEP) 
have been shown to lower rates of HIV and Hepatitis 
C (HCV). Clinicas Padre Venard (CPV) is a free student-
run community clinic in Viejo San Juan and Vega Baja, 
PR that serves people who inject drugs (PWIDs). Our 
research aims to report the efficacy of the NEP by 
measuring needles distributed and collected as well 
as describe student involvement, implementation 
challenges and successes.
This project will utilize a mixed methods approach to 
quantify the efficacy of NEP and contextualize 
implementation challenges and successes.

Introduction

Methods and Materials

The Clinicas Padre Venard Needle Exchange Program is working diligently to maintain community support, provide supplies 
and coordinate logistics for daily operations, offer patient navigation to aid patrons should they decide to reduce or stop 
using injection drugs, provide education regarding harm reduction practices to participants, give medical students 
opportunities to work closely with this underserved population, and carry out research projects to monitor and evaluate the 
efficacy of the program.

Results

Comparison of PWID patrons and non-patrons of a 
student-run needle exchange program:

Objectives:
• Describe the population of PWIDs in San Juan and 

Vega Baja that are patrons and non-patrons of 
Clinicas Padre Venard NEP.

• Assess the utilization and efficacy of the NEP by 
measuring how many clean needles and 
paraphernalia are distributed and contaminated 
needles are taken off the streets.

• Compare the prevalence of self-reported medical 
conditions and injection related risky behaviors, 
such as needle sharing, among patrons and non-
patrons of the NEP.

• Describe the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has 
had on PWID’s ability to obtain drugs and safe 
injection supplies.

Ongoing Research:

CPV has demonstrated medical students  can acquire 
resources and knowledge to run harm reduction 
programs like NEPs. Our exchange rate show the 
need for these services within our PWIDs community 
in CPV while benefiting medical student education 
with student participation and different research 
opportunities. 

Conclusions

Medical students identified and met with local 
stakeholders including PWIDs, local organizations 
(Contigo en la Calle and La Fondita de Jesus), existing 
NEPs (El Punto en la Montaña) and faculty at 
Universidad Central del Caribe. We established a 
relationship with the North American Needle 
Exchange Network and crowdfunded to open a NEP 
in 2019.
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• Access to clean sterile needles and paraphernalia
• Reduce sharing, reuse and provide safe disposal 

Reduction in HIV, HCV 

Figure 4. Set-up for surveys at Vega Baja Site

Figure 2. Daily operations of CPV NEP
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Figure 1. Schematic of community partners

Figure 3.  NEP articles and exchange results

Since re-opening after a temporary shut-down for the COVID-
19 pandemic:

Distributed > 1,000 sterile needles and numerous 
tourniquets, cookers and alcohol pads

Collected > 2,000 contaminated needles

While addressing challenges including COVID restrictions, the 
safe disposal of gallons of contaminated needles brought by 
individual PWIDs and safety concerns of student volunteers.
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