
   
 

Non-prescription Sale of Syringes in California Pharmacies 
 
Until the signing of Senate Bill (SB) 1159 (Vasconcellos, Chapter 608, Statutes of 2004) 
by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, California was one of only five states that 
required a prescription in order to purchase a syringe.i  The legislation established the 
Disease Prevention Demonstration Project (DPDP), which allows local governments to 
permit pharmacies to sell up to ten syringes without a prescription to an adult.  The 
program, which originally was slated to conclude in 2010, was re-authorized by 
Assembly Bill (AB) 1701, and will sunset on December 31, 2018.  
 
The Need: 
 
• In California, injection drug use is associated with 19 percent of the 190,000 

reported HIV/AIDS cases, and it is estimated that approximately 750 new HIV 
infections may be attributed to injection drug use each year.ii  
 

• It has been estimated that at least 60 percent of prevalent cases and nearly all 
incident cases of hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection are associated with injection drug 
use.iii  In 2008, 36 acute HCV infections and 69,519 unique chronic HCV cases were 
reported in California, and HCV-related deaths in the state more than doubled from 
503 in 1995 to 1,195 in 2004.iv, v 
 

• In Sacramento, 87 percent of patients of a methadone clinic were found to have 
HCV antibody.vi  In San Francisco, 45 percent of injection drug users (IDUs) under 
30 years of age were found to have HCV antibody and, among IDUs who have 
injected more than six years, 71.3 percent were found to have HCV antibody. vii , viii    

 
There is consistent indication that increased use of pharmacies is associated with lower 
syringe sharing rates among IDUs, as was recently demonstrated in studies of New 
York’s Expanded Syringe Access Program.ix, x    
 
Currently in California: 
 
• Sixteen counties and four cities in California have authorized a DPDP.xi  The Boards 

of Supervisors of four counties rejected recommendations made by their local health 
officers to participate in the program.xii 
 

• Over 650 pharmacies are participating in the program, and participating pharmacists 
are enthusiastic about the opportunity to provide injection drug using customers with 
health materials, information, and links to care.  

 
• To date, research conducted on the program has found no evidence of negative 

effects, such as increased crime or syringe litter, associated with the program. 
 
 



   

                                           

• Implementation of the DPDP has rolled out smoothly in most participating local 
health jurisdictions.  Participating counties and cities have been positive about the 
opportunities to form new collaborations, to address the issue of syringe disposal, to 
provide syringe purchasers with essential health information, and to enlist 
pharmacies in public health efforts.  
 

• The California Department of Public Health is required to conduct an evaluation and 
provide to the Governor and Legislature a report on the impact of syringe sales on 
rates of disease, rates of crime, rates of drug use, rates of needle-stick injury to law 
enforcement officers, and rates of unsafe discard of syringes.  The report is available 
at http://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/aids.   
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xi The counties are: Alameda, Contra Costa, Humboldt, Los Angeles, Marin, Mendocino, San Francisco, 
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