

[image: image1.jpg]



Guelph Tribune, Jul 11, 2008

AIDS Care 20 Years Later
Dave Bowden 

A red ribbon is no longer enough. It's time to take action.

That's the message the AIDS Committee of Guelph wants to send as it celebrates its 20th anniversary this year.

"I'm often taken aback when people are surprised to hear our organization even exists," executive director Tom Hammond said.

The committee has pushed for increased membership and intends to make the community more aware of its efforts fighting HIV/AIDS.

The committee's work has changed dramatically since its inception in 1988. Not much was known about HIV/AIDS in the late '80s. There was little the local AIDS committee could do except help those who suffered from the disease die with dignity.

"They were dying in quite alarming numbers," Hammond said of early HIV-AIDS patients, "so there was a sense of urgency."

Advancements in medical science revealed more about the disease and saw the group's work begin to change. The invention of antiretroviral drugs had a profound effect on the committee's work, as the diagnosis of HIV/AIDS was no longer a death sentence.

B.J. Caldwell, co-ordinator of outreach and prevention of HIV and sexually transmitted infections for the committee, said that an HIV-positive person who can now live an otherwise normal life is the biggest change he's seen since starting his job eight years ago.

"The side effects have gotten easier to deal with," he said. "Our care has changed from helping people die . . . (to) helping people live."

With patients now able to live with the disease, committee work has shifted to helping them cope with the physical and mental lifestyle changes that accompany a diagnosis.

The committee acclimates patients to an often rigorous medication schedule. It also offers therapy sessions to help prevent mental health issues, poverty or addiction that could otherwise plague those who don't handle the diagnosis well.

"The issues are the same but the work has become much more complicated," Hammond said of these new initiatives.

One issue that's plagued the committee since its inception is the stigma attached to HIV. Today the committee places great emphasis on education to combat ignorance about the disease.

"A lot of people think (the stigma) has lessened or gone away," Caldwell said. "We see through our clients that's not the case. It's a major issue."

Caldwell heads an education initiative that provides information on the ways in which HIV can spread, as well as more in-depth workshops about preventing the disease through protection techniques such as safer sex and safer drug use.

According to the committee's website, prevention education is not only the safest technique but the most cost effective, as approximately $750,000 in direct and indirect costs are saved by preventing just one person from contracting HIV.

While education and prevention have become crucial aspects of the group's mandate, funding for the initiative was recently threatened.

In February of last year the federal government announced that it would shift its focus - and funding - to a new research initiative meant to accelerate the development of an HIV/AIDS vaccine.

The group receives most of its funding from the province and other sources. However, education is federally funded. There are fears that money previously budgeted for prevention education could be funnelled into the new vaccine initiative.

"It would have a big impact on us," Hammond said .

"There will be no HIV/AIDS education (if funding is pulled)," Caldwell elaborated. "If no one's paying anyone to do it, it just won't get done."

The threat of cuts to education funding only magnifies what the group perceives as a societal misconception about the work's importance. While great medical strides have been made in the last two decades, the committee says much more work needs be done to make people aware of the risks still associated with the disease.

"This disease is no where near under control in Canada," Caldwell said.

The threat of funding cuts is one reason the group wants to ramp up membership to combat both the disease and the complacency that frustrates its efforts.

"For the last decade, people have thought they could just wear a red ribbon," Hammond said, "but now we need action."

For information or to become a member, call 519-763-2255 or visit www.aidsguelph.org.
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