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Ladies and Gentlemen

The global HIV/AIDS epidemic has already had a more devastating effect than any other disease in human history. And yet this epidemic is only still in its early phases. This is particularly true in South Asia. There is a saying in the environment movement that the best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago and the second best time is today. A similar situation applies to the response to AIDS. Actions today, preventing new infections, and providing care and treatment for those already infected, will determine the severity of the epidemic five, ten and twenty years from now.

Across South Asia the epidemic is at different stages. Some nations have barely been touched; in others, HIV is mainly confined to particularly vulnerable populations. In some places a generalized epidemic across whole populations is already under way. But one thing has become clear - research has shown that the behaviours that put people at risk for HIV, and the social environment that makes them vulnerable, are all present in this region. This means that by any standard the region is at risk for a serious HIV epidemic. The question is not whether this will happen, but when this will happen. Whether it does so or not will depend on the decisions made now, not in 10 years. That is why this conference is so crucial. 

All the world’s nations have committed themselves to a series of actions and targets to fight HIV.  The Declaration of Commitment adopted unanimously at the UN General Special Assembly Session on HIV/AIDS one and half year ago makes specific pledges, the first of which are due to be delivered this year. As Carol Bellamy pointed out, the General Assembly Special Session on Children last year reaffirmed these commitments and emphasized that the fight against AIDS is crucial in creating a world fit for children. Reversing the AIDS epidemic is central to the Millennium Development Goals. 

We have more than enough commitments. These are promises to take action, these are promises to honor - and fulfilling these promises means greatly accelerating prevention and care programmes and reaching out to hundreds of millions of people in South Asia. It means paying particular attention to those who are vulnerable to HIV infection - more vulnerable than the average population - like sex workers and their clients, and also poor migrants, men who have sex with men and injecting drug users. Denial of their existence and rights, and criminalizing and marginalizing them, are responses that fuel the epidemic. Current efforts to reach sex workers, men having sex with men, injecting drug users are, reach, on average, less than 20 percent of the population they need to - so we still have a long way to go. Twenty percent coverage will not stop the spread of the epidemic in this region, just as it has not stopped it anywhere else with that kind of coverage. 

As was said by most other speakers, any response to AIDS in this region has to address gender inequalities. It means that tackling the intolerable lack of access to rights and information. It also means giving special priority to working with young people, giving them the resources, the respect and the power to secure their future. Education is the only vaccine available in the fight against AIDS today. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, the future course of the epidemic is not set in stone. This is a problem with a solution. 

In Asia, Thailand and Cambodia have shown that large scale prevention programmes can reverse the growth of the epidemic. And on an equally or even larger scale in some of the states in India, we are also seeing some results. In every country where there has been a measurable impact of prevention programmes - where the number of infections has gone down - it first went down among young people – teenagers - those who adults believe have the most irresponsible behaviour. They are actually the ones who are the most responsive and the first responsive to education and prevention programmes as well as being those who are most vulnerable. 

These experiences have taught us that valuable time is lost when action is delayed. We have to invest now or pay later. 

Carol Bellamy gave us 6 challenges, let me add a few more. The platform for a successful response to AIDS has five essential planks. 

First, leadership, which goes to the heart of the problem. Responding to AIDS is one of the most significant leadership challenges of our time - globally, in each country and in each community - because it is an issue that requires going against the stream of public opinion. It requires leadership in terms of courage, and requires that leadership be translated into budget lines and that the response is coordinated in every country at the highest possible level. When I talk about leaders, I am not only talking about political leaders, it’s also the business leaders, religious leaders and the community justice.

Secondly, it requires broad mobilization, building the coalitions and partnerships to deal with AIDS. This is a problem that can only be solved if everybody in society in every sector takes up their responsibility, and if we fight against AIDS shoulder by shoulder all together. I don’t know of a single country in any continent or any culture that has been successful in the fight against AIDS by approaching the epidemic as a medical problem only. Doctors are essential equipment preventing transmission of HIV from mother to child, and to ensure that blood transfusion is safe - but we need everybody, we need all the schools, we need the community groups, we need people living with HIV themselves, we need business in this response. This must become everybody’s business and if that is not the case, AIDS will take over the business of everybody.

Third, we need a comprehensive response. A single intervention will not make the difference. We need, of course, to make sure the people who are not infected yet will remain uninfected. Prevention: number one priority, together with education for all. But we need also treatment and care for those who already infected. The sad reality is that in this region - South Asia - only 3 percent of people living with HIV actually have access to treatment and lifesaving care. There are many reasons for that. They go from economic reasons - because medicines are so expensive - to the stigma that forces most people with HIV underground. We need to make sure also that we start acting on the consequences of this epidemic. We saw it in the heartbreaking story on the film that we saw.  The number of orphans will grow and grow, every day, as parents die. For every man, for every woman who dies from AIDS, many children are left behind.

Fourth, we’ve got to get real - there is no way we will stop this epidemic with half hearted measures. We need a full scale response to AIDS, we need to reach all young people, all those who are vulnerable. The reality is that there are many, many excellent projects in every single community in this region. But they are not reaching enough young people, they are not reaching the whole population. This is not only a matter of money. When I am thinking of resources, I think of course of the money, but I also think of the people, the institutions, the community groups. 

Finally, we won’t win this battle without an all out effort against the stigma, the shame, the rejection, the discrimination, and the exclusion that is associated with AIDS - and which is one of the main reasons we have such an epidemic. This is not a matter of millions of dollars, it is a matter of a few rupees. This doesn’t cost big money but is where leadership can make a difference. 

Ladies and Gentlemen, let me conclude by saying that on behalf of UNAIDS, which brings together the UN System in a coordinated focus on HIV/AIDS, I can assure you of our continuing and accelerating  support for South Asia’s fight against AIDS. I trust the deliberations over the next few days will not be an exercise in rhetoric, but will bring a focus on action, action at home. And as our young person representative asked: let’s move from rhetoric to action, to make a difference for South Asia’s future. 

Thank you very much. 


