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Opioid maintenance treatment (OMT) is effective in
prison, as it is in the community. Of 30 European
countries, 24 sanction prison OMT, but only eight
provide coverage that matches average EU community
levels. It is important to challenge negative perceptions
of prison OMT and promote equivalence of care and
continuity of treatment.

The systematic review by Hedrich et al. in this issue [1]
concludes that opioid maintenance treatment (OMT)
is an effective treatment option for opioid-dependent pris-
oners that offers benefits similar to those reported in com-
munity settings.

This is an important conclusion because problem
opioid users are over-represented in prison populations
compared to the community [2–5]. One international
review of mainly US studies found that between 25 and
50% of people received into custody were clinically
assessed as having serious drug problems, often including
opioid dependence [5]. There are insufficient studies to
draw firm conclusions about Europe, although available
data suggest that rates in most European countries might
be lower. None the less, considering that European Union
(EU) prisons contain more than 600 000 inmates on a
given day [6], we can assume that at least 100 000 of
them may have serious opioid problems. Because many
inmates serve short sentences or are remanded in prison
for brief periods before trial, the annual turnover of pris-
oners who might benefit from drug treatment in prison
would be considerably higher.

Prison-based OMT offers important benefits in several
ways. It ensures continuity of treatment for inmates in
OMT prior to incarceration and provides opportunities to
recruit into treatment problem opioid users who were not
receiving treatment previously. For both groups it reduces
illicit opioid use, injecting and associated risks while
in prison and potentially minimizes the likelihood of
overdose on release. If there are effective links with
community-based services, then prison-based OMT facili-
tates continuity and retention in treatment after release
so that the wider benefits of OMT can be realized in the
longer term. Continuity of treatment is a key theme, not
only because positive outcomes of OMT in general are
associated with duration and stability of treatment [7,8]
but also because disruption of treatment, due especially
to brief periods of imprisonment, has been linked to very
significant increases in HCV seroconversion [9]. Further,
prison-based OMT is cost-effective and offers potential

for important gains in public health and subsequent cost
savings [10].

This is a timely review, because concern about the
adequacy and quality of health services for prisoners
and about equivalence of care between community and
prison has become more prominent over recent years
[11,12]. The World Health Organization (WHO) and
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) have
recommended OMT in prisons, and some countries have
introduced changes [8,13–15]. This is encouraging, but
delivering services means more than making recom-
mendations and changing policies. A recent review
of international implementation of opioid substitution
treatment in prisons concluded that despite an increase
in programmes, many prisoners remained unable to
access them [16].

In Europe, the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs
and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) reports that 24 of its 30
Member States* have officially sanctioned OMT in prisons
[17]. All 24 foresee continuation of pre-prison OMT, but
only 19 currently allow initiation of OMT in prison.
However, new data collected by the EMCDDA on prisoners
receiving OMT reveal large differences between countries.
Although data quality varies, they show that in 2008, in
addition to the six countries where prison OMT was not
available, the proportion of the prison population in OMT
was less than 1% in eight countries and below 5% in three
more. Six countries reported 5–10% and a further six
between 10% and 20%.

So what can be concluded about the treatment gap?
The estimated average coverage of community OMT in

the EU is approximately 50% [18]. The level of prison OMT
needed to match this level depends on the proportion
of prisoners dependent on opioids. This varies by country,
and although prevalence studies on opiate dependence in
prison populations are scarce, the data allow provisional
order-of-magnitude assessments to be made.

First, eight countries provide OMT both in prison and
in the community at a level that roughly equals or sur-
passes the EU average of 50%. Conversely, 14 countries
provide no or very low levels of prison OMT (mostly under
5% coverage), while eight countries are somewhere in
between.

Secondly, a regional pattern is apparent. Countries
with no or very low levels of prison OMT are all in central,
northeast and southeast Europe, including long-standing
as well as recent members of the EU. In some cases
(e.g. Czech Republic or Sweden), the predominance of

*The 27 EU Member States, Croatia, Turkey and Norway are members of the EMCDDA.
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amphetamine-type stimulants or other drugs among
problem drug using populations may partly account
for this. However, significant opiate-using groups exist
in all these countries. Several (e.g. Germany) have long-
standing opioid-dependent populations, while others
(e.g. Estonia) have experienced serious increases in opioid
use, injecting and human immunodeficiency virus (HIV)
infection over the past decade [19].

Thirdly, countries with low rates of prison OMT are
often, although not always, those with lower levels of
OMT in community settings, a case of equivalence of lack
of care. In several countries, recent developments include
up-scaling of community OMT, thus increasing the treat-
ment gap between community and prison.

Fourthly, overcoming barriers to prison-based OMT
takes time, just as it took time to gain acceptance as an
effective, mainstream treatment option in the community.
Since the late 1980s, the average time-lag between the intro-
duction of community and prison OMT has been 7–8 years.

Finally, a word of caution: the data presented above
are purely numerical. Regardless of levels of OMT and
equivalence of care, they reveal nothing about treatment
quality. This includes ensuring that continuity and poten-
tially risky disruptions in treatment due to arrest, im-
prisonment and discharge are handled effectively, that
dosages are adequate and that treatment is accompanied
by psychosocial care. Delivering quality may prove as
challenging as increasing numbers.

Encouraging progress is being made in several
European countries towards closing the treatment gap
between community and prison. In most countries,
however, equivalence of care is an aspiration rather than
a reality, and important obstacles remain. It is necessary
to challenge negative perceptions of prison OMT observed
among policy makers and prison administrators and
to develop training programmes for prison staff and
professionals. It is important to improve identification
of need for treatment in prison populations, to foster
stronger links between prison and community services
and to improve quality, so that the benefits of OMT and
of continuity of treatment can be better realized.
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