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Al DS: Whither the wonen?

Mari na Mahat hir

THE vul nerability of one group to AIDS - wonen - needs to be addressed
urgently. Already 47 per cent of people infected globally are wonmen, npst
of themyoung. The consequences of this are devastating. MIlions of H V-
positive babies have been born to these wonen. MIIlions nore becone

or phans once their nmothers die of AlDS.

Society in many places is crunmbling because of the |oss of wonen to
Al DS. Yet wonen continue to becone infected especially in countries where
they have a | ow social status. It is this |ow status that nmakes them
vul nerabl e because they are unable to assune control over their own lives,
unabl e to have educati onal and job opportunities, unable to choose who
they marry, when and how many children they have ... |n unstable
countries or countries at war, where wonen are refugees and face vi ol ence,
i ncluding rape, they are even nore likely to be infected. In others, even
when wonen are educated about H'V, they are unable to insist that their
husbands or partners use condors.

Protecti ng wonen t herefore neans changi ng societal attitudes towards
worren. The UNGASS seeks to highlight the changes that are needed to nmke
prevention nore effective

At the sane tine, it will bring to the table core issues of care and
treatnent. As al nbst everyone is aware of by now, the types of treatnent
needed to control HV in people are prohibitively expensive to the vast
maj ority of people who need them

Per haps not hi ng shows up the great divide between the industrialised
North and the devel opi ng South than the issue of access to the treatnent
of AIDS, where people in the North are able to survive while those in the
South are dyi ng needl essly early.

Lately, there have been many advocacy efforts to force multinational
drug conpanies to reduce the prices of these drugs, and they have
responded slowy with reductions limted to the nost needy countries.

Sone countries, such as South Africa, Brazil and India, have opted to
produce generic versions of these drugs, in accordance with the Trade
Rel ated Intellectual Property R ghts (TR Ps) Agreenent of the WO

This was net by a m sguided and ultimtely unsuccessful attenpt to sue
the South African governnent by the nultinational drug conpanies, and a
threat to report Brazil to the WIO by the US government. This has only
pitted the rich against the poor worl dwi de, and synpathies are definitely
with the poor.

Harvard econoni st Jeffrey Sachs has condemmed the Bush admi nistration's
contribution of US$200 mllion (RW60 mllion) to the dobal AlIDS Fund
sonet hing that Kofi Annan has call ed shaneful, as it anpunts to about 70
cents per Anerican. The other G8 countries are expected to follow the US
| ead and al so contribute paltry suns. Yet the resources needed to truly
nmobi | i se the gl obal effort for prevention and care is estimted at US$7
billion per year.

The political will to combat AIDS is, in the industrialised world, sadly
| acki ng. The UNGASS will be an event to watch because it will set the tone
for the global response to H V/AIDS for the next decade.

It will also set the standards for other events in response to H V/ Al DS
i ncluding the ASEAN Sumit Special Session on HV/AIDS to take place in
Novenber in Brunei Darussalam a Malaysian initiative. But an UNGASS
Decl arati on of Conmitnent without teeth and without sufficient resources



will al so nmean a weak ASEAN decl arati on.
And with seven mllion infections already in South and Sout heast Asia,
is just neeting and tal king the best that we can do?
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