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Prisons and other closed settings are 
often seriously neglected in country 
responses to address HIV. Access 
to HIV prevention, treatment and 
care services is often interrupted on 
admission, transfer and release (3, 4).

It is estimated that on any given day in 2024, there were around 
11.5 million people in prisons and other closed settings (1).1 
Prisons and other closed settings have a high prevalence of HIV, 
hepatitis B and C, and tuberculosis (TB) infections. 

People in prisons and other 
closed settings are two times 
more likely to be living with HIV 
than adults aged 15–49 years in the general population (2).

People in prisons and other closed 
settings have the right to the 
highest attainable standard of 
health and to accessible health 
services, including for HIV and TB, 
without discrimination. The services 
should be equivalent to those 
available in the community (5, 6).

OVERVIEW

ARABIC

¹ In this fact sheet, the term “prisons and other closed settings” refers to all places of detention within a country. People detained in criminal justice 
and prison facilities include adult and juvenile males, females, transgender people and gender diverse people detained during the investigation of a 
crime, while awaiting trial, after conviction, before sentencing and after sentencing.
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THE DATA

GLOBAL 
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2025

95% of people living with HIV in prisons and other closed 
settings know their HIV status, 95% who know their HIV-
positive status are on treatment, and 95% on treatment have a 
suppressed viral load.

90% of people in prisons and other closed settings used 
condoms at last sexual activity with a non-regular partner.

90% of people who inject drugs in prisons and other closed 
settings used sterile needles and syringes at last injection.

15% of people in prisons and other closed settings use pre-
exposure prophylaxis in very high-risk settings.

100% of people in prisons and other closed settings have 
regular access to appropriate health system or community-led 
services.

90% of people in prisons and other closed settings have access 
to post-exposure prophylaxis.

90% of people in prisons and other closed settings have access 
to integrated HIV, TB and hepatitis C services.

Among the 37 countries that reported on 
antiretroviral therapy coverage among 
people in prisons and other closed settings 
between 2020 and 2024, only 18 countries 
reported coverage above 95%, and five 
countries reported coverage below 50% (2).

Among countries reporting to UNAIDS on 
HIV services in prisons and other closed 
settings between 2017 and 2024 (9): 

of 133 had needle–syringe 
programmes in at least one prison.9
of 132 had opioid agonist 
maintenance therapy programmes in 
at least one prison.

29

of 128 had condoms and lubricants 
available in at least some prisons.53
of 134 had a policy that HIV testing 
was available at any time during 
detention or imprisonment.

113

of 91 had hepatitis C treatment 
available in prisons.56

It is estimated that approximately 
2.2 million people are in prison 
who were sentenced for drug-
related offences, of which 22% are 
for possession for personal use (8).

Among 51 reporting countries, the prevalence 
in prisons and other closed settings of HIV and 
TB coinfection can reach up to 19%, which may 
include multidrug-resistant TB (2, 7).  
The prevalence of HIV and hepatitis C virus 
coinfection can reach up to 53% (2).

In 2023, the global median 
HIV prevalence of 1.3% 
among people in prisons 
and other closed settings 
(70 reporting countries) 

was twice that of 
the general adult 
population (aged 15–49 years) (2).



The deprivation of liberty must 
only be on the grounds of, and 
in accordance with procedures 
established by, law. It cannot 
be arbitrary or discriminatory 
(13). Where appropriate, 
states should use noncustodial 
measures (5). Pretrial detention 
and imprisonment should be 
restricted to measures of last 
resort (13, 14).

Gender-specific health-care 
services, at least equivalent to 
those available in the community, 
should be provided to women in 
prisons and other closed settings, 
including transgender women. 
Women should be examined or 
treated by a female health service 
provider, if requested (25, 26).

Compulsory treatment, rehabilitation and detention centres for drug use or 
sex work have been found to breach international human rights obligations, 
including the right to be free from torture and cruel, inhuman and degrading 
treatment. United Nations human rights bodies and experts and 12 United 
Nations agencies have called for their immediate closure (37–41).

International human rights bodies 
and experts have recommended 
the decriminalization of consensual 
same-sex relations (15), all aspects 
of sex work (16–19), gender identity 
(20), and HIV exposure, nondisclosure 
and transmission (19), and to find 
alternatives to criminalization for 
drug use and possession for personal 
use (19, 21) as a critical element in 
protecting against rights violations 
and ensuring the enjoyment of rights, 
including the right to health (22–24).

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the World Health 
Organization recommend 15 comprehensive and essential interventions for 
effective HIV prevention, testing, treatment and care in prisons and other 
closed settings, which reflect international obligations (22, 24). In terms 
of HIV, the interventions include HIV prevention, testing and treatment, 
including condoms, lubricants and harm reduction services, and post-
exposure prophylaxis; measures to address sexual and reproductive health; 
guidance for strengthening gender-responsive approaches and prevention 
of vertical transmission; and specific interventions for people from other 
key populations (such as gender-affirming care for transgender and gender 
diverse people), women, adolescents and young people (3, 24, 26).

People who use drugs have the 
right to continued access to harm 
reduction services including opioid 
agonist maintenance therapy, 
sterile needles and syringes and 
drug overdose prevention and 
management (31, 34). The intentional 
withholding of drug treatment may 
amount to a form of torture or ill-
treatment (35, 36).
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INTERNATIONAL RIGHTS, 
OBLIGATIONS, STANDARDS 
AND RECOMMENDATIONS

People in prisons and other closed settings have 
the same rights as everyone else, except for lawful 
limitations caused by incarceration. People in prisons 
and other closed settings continue to have the rights 
to health, privacy, non-discrimination and freedom from 
violence (5, 6, 10). States have an obligation to provide 
medical treatment and preventive measures on an 
equal basis with those provided in the community; with 
specific needs of different populations met; and ensuring 
continuity of treatment and care, including for HIV, TB 
and other infectious diseases. (5, 11).

Health ministries should provide and 
be accountable for health services 
provided in prisons and other closed 
settings (12).

Under the right to 
health, states have 
an obligation to 
provide HIV and harm 
reduction, TB, sexual 
and reproductive 
health, mental health 
and other services (5, 27–33).



Training should be provided 
to prison personnel to 
address stigma and prevent 
violence and discrimination 
against people living with 
HIV and LGBTQIA+ people 
in prisons and other closed 
settings (26, 27, 46, 47).

Community-based organizations, 
and especially community-led 
organizations, must be involved 
in developing and implementing 
effective HIV responses from police 
engagement and pretrial dentition to 
to after release, including involving 
representatives from different prison 
population subgroups and key 
population-led organizations (48).

KEY RESOURCES FOR FURTHER INFORMATION
•	 United Nations General Assembly United Nations standard minimum rules for the treatment of prisoners (“the Nelson 

Mandela Rules”), 2015.

•	 UNODC The Bangkok Rules: United Nations rules for the treatment of women prisoners and non-custodial measures for 
women offenders, 2011.

•	 United Nations General Assembly United Nations Standard minimum rules for non-custodial measures (the Tokyo Rules), 1990.

•	 UNAIDS and OHCHR International guidelines on HIV/AIDS and human rights: 2006 consolidated version, 2006.

•	 UNAIDS Global AIDS strategy 2021–2026. End inequalities. End AIDS, 2021.

•	 UNAIDS Preventing and responding to an HIV-related human rights crisis: guidance for United Nations agencies and 
programmes, 2024.

•	 UNODC Technical brief 2020 update: HIV prevention, testing, treatment, care and support in prisons and other closed 
settings—a comprehensive package of interventions, 2020.

•	 Global Fund Technical brief: addressing HIV and TB in prisons, pre-trial detention and other closed settings, 2020.

•	 UNODC, UNDP, UNAIDS, WHO and Penal Reform International Technical brief: transgender people and HIV in prisons and 
other closed settings, 2023.

•	 ILO, OHCHR, UNDP, UNESCO, UNFPA, UNHCR, et al. Joint UN statement calls for the closure of compulsory drug detention 
and rehabilitation centers, 2012

•	 UNAIDS, UNODC, UNFPA and WHO. Technical Guide. Prevention of Mother-to-Child Transmission of HIV in Prisons, 2020.

This fact sheet is produced by UNAIDS as a reference on prisons, HIV and human rights. It does not include all 
recommendations and policies relevant to the issues covered. Please refer to the key resources listed above for further 
information.
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