HIV/AIDS
in
Prisons

Women prisoners
and HIV/AIDS

Studies have shown that the prevalence of HIV among incar-
cerated women is even higher than among incarcerated men.
At the same time, the proportion of women among new HIV
infections in Canada is increasing steadily. The measures
described in info sheets 4-9 will help address the issues women
prisoners face in the context of HIV/AIDS, but the additional
measures described in this sheet are also necessary.

This is one of a series of 13 info sheets on
HIV/AIDS in prisons.
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The Numbers

Seroprevalence studies undertaken in Canadian
prisons, as well as a series of studies undertaken in
prison systems in other countries, have shown that
HIV infection is prevalent among women prisoners,
in particular among those who have a history of
injection drug use. Indeed, HIV seroprevalence
among women prisoners generally exceeds that of
male prisoners. For example, in a recent study in
provincial prisons in Québec, the HIV seropreva-
lence rate among women was 8.8 percent, while it
was 2.3 percent among male prisoners . Similarly,
in 2002, 3.71 percent of prisoners in federal
women’s institutions, compared to 1.96 percent of
male prisoners in the Canadian federal prison sys-
tem, were known to be HIV-positive. At the same
time, Canadian women - not just women prisoners -
are increasingly becoming infected with HIV, espe-
cially those who use injection drugs and whose sex-
ual partners are at increased risk for HIV:

e The proportion of AIDS cases among adult
women has increased from 5.6 percent of all
AIDS cases before 1990 to 8.3 percent in 1995
and 16 percent in 2001.

e The proportion of AIDS cases among adult
women attributed to injection drug use has
increased dramatically from 7.3 percent before
1990 to 26.6 percent in 1994 and 45.5 percent in
the first half of 2002.

e It is estimated that by the end of 1999, 6,800
women in Canada were living with HIV, out of
an estimated total of 49,800 people with HIV.

» Women accounted for 25.8 percent of all HIV-
positive test reports in the first half of 2002 that
included information on gender. Injection drug
use was a risk factor for 35.5 percent of these
HIV-positive women.

What Must Be Done?

Women prisoners need the same preventive mea-
sures (see info sheets 4-7), and the same level of
care, treatment, and support (see info sheet 8) as
male prisoners.

In addition, however, there is a need for initia-
tives that acknowledge that the problems encoun-
tered by women in the correctional environment
often reflect, and are augmented by, their vulnera-
bility and the abuse many of them have suffered
outside prison. The task of protecting women pris-
oners from HIV transmission therefore presents
different - and sometimes greater - challenges than
that of preventing HIV infection in male prisoners.



WOMEN PRISONERS AND HIV/AIDS

Underlying issues

Underlying many of the problems that women in
prison encounter is the fact that “[t]he majority of
women in prisons are members of social groups
marginalized not only on the basis of gender, but
also on the basis of race, class, sexual orientation,
disability, substance use, and/or occupation as sex
workers.” Women prisoners often have more health
problems than male prisoners. Many suffer from
chronic health conditions resulting from lives of
poverty, drug use, family violence, sexual assault,
adolescent pregnancy, malnutrition, and poor pre-
ventive health care.

Many HIV-positive women do not receive the
diagnostic and treatment services that could bene-
fit them as early as do HIV-positive men. Among
the reasons for this is that women are often
unaware of having been exposed to HIV by their
sexual or drug-using partners and as a result do not
seek counseling, HIV testing, and care and treat-
ment. Second, the needs of HIV-positive women
differ from those of men, and social and communi-
ty support are often less frequently available and
less accessible. As a consequence, women are often
less educated than men about HIV infection and
AIDS and do not have the support structures they
need. Third, disease manifestations attributable to
HIV infection or AIDS are often different in
women, which has led to underrecognition or
delays in diagnosis. Thus, women who are infected
have often been diagnosed as infected or having
AIDS later than men.

For all these reasons, the educational needs of
women prisoners regarding HIV/AIDS are differ-
ent from the needs of male prisoners and the need
for HIV prevention programs in women’s prisons
may be even more pressing than in male prisons.

Recommendation

Prison systems need to take immediate action to
develop and implement effective education and pre-
vention programs targeted specifically to female
prisoners.
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