3.

UNAIDS

POSSIBLE FRAMEWORK FOR PANEL STATEMENT FOR INCLUSION IN UNAIDS REPORT TO BANGKOK CONFERENCE 2004

Michael Kirby


Since the last international conference on HIV/AIDS UNAIDS has initiated a Global Reference Group on HIV/AIDS and Human Rights.  This important move has coincided with a questioning in some quarters of the strategy adopted by UNAIDS (and its predecessor the Global Programme on AIDS) since virtually the beginning of the epidemic.  Doubts have been voiced on the insistence on the necessity and efficacy of adopting policies respecting fundamental human rights in the measures taken to prevent the spread of HIV and to respond to the needs of those already infected.


The Panel is unconvinced by the doubts and questions so far expressed.  They are unsupported by sound empirical data.  They challenge intuition concerning the measures likely to succeed in tackling an epidemic with the particular features of HIV/AIDS.  They also contradict the contrasting experience of those countries that have adopted a right protective strategy (where there have been significant and steady falls in the rates of seroconversions) and other countries that have not (where there have been continuous rises).  The onus rests on the doubters to justify any change in the current policies which should meantime remain in place.


Nevertheless, the Panel is committed to the policy that has guided the global response to HIV/AIDS from the beginning:  sound policies must be based on sound empirical data - not prejudice, ignorance or a reversion to the rights denial of past public health strategies.  It has therefore initiated empirical investigations.  One will collect data in relation to rates of seroconversion in different cities of India where coercive and rights protective strategies have been differentially adopted in relation to sex workers.  Anecdotal reports suggest significant differences, supporting current UNAIDS strategies.  The statistical data, when published, may help to guide future policies on this issue.


In addition the Panel has responded to requests of UNAIDS and to issues that it has considered urgent within its mandate.  Amongst other projects which the Panel has tackled or is presently considering are:

· The policies that should be adopted in HIV testing of United Nations Peacekeeping forces and by military and other uniformed services more generally;

· The initiatives that should be adopted to promote the 3 x 5 strategy of  UNAIDS, and in particular to increase the number of persons undergoing HIV tests in conditions protecting of their basic human rights;

· The reported increases in seroconversions in some developed countries in the third decade of the epidemic and the possible causes and responses to these phenomena;

· [etc]


On the issue of stepping up the administration of routine testing for HIV in the context of UNAIDS 3 x 5 strategy, the Panel has expressed its support for this strategy in terms of a formula:

Routine testing x Benefit + Protection


An increase in routine testing is essential to the success of the 3 x 5 strategy of UNAIDS and for the foreseeable future.  But it must be accompanied by assurances that the tests will be of benefit to the patient who tests HIV+.  It must be conducted under conditions of voluntariness with access to counselling and therapy.  And it must be conducted within a society whose laws and practices offer guarantees of protection for basic human rights to people whom the tests disclose are living with HIV and AIDS.  Self-evidently, full access to benefits and provision of ideal protections for HIV+ persons may not be immediately in place.  But it is the Panel's advice that stepping up testing is vital to the success of the 3 x 5 Initiative.  It must go hand in hand with access to benefits and legal and other protections.
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