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At the end of 2001 the number of people living with HIV or AIDS stands at 40 million. There were 5 million new infections in 2001 alone and the epidemic claimed 3 million lives just in 2001. With over 20 million accumulated deaths, HIV/AIDS is the worst epidemic in human history. Still, in many regions of the world HIV/AIDS is in its early stages and might get worse before it gets better. This is particularly true in Eastern Europe and Asia which may be on the brink of widespread epidemics. 

While HIV prevalence remains lower in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, there is a clear increase in recent years, with a particular concern for countries in complex emergency situations.

At first,  HIV/AIDS was considered  primarily as a concern for the health sector.   Now, it is a concern at the core of public policy, sustainable development and human security.

HIV/AIDS is a security issue, whichever way you look at it. 

It is a security issue in the narrow sense of the term.   It is also a human security issue in the broad sense of the term relating to the individual’s freedom from want and freedom from fear.

Armed conflict is accompanied by breakdown or deterioration of health and social welfare systems, displacements of populations; and increase exposure to HIV/AIDS-related risk. 

Among population groups studied, military and police report higher levels of HIV infection than the national average. At the same time, uniformed services, including armed forces and police, are often perceived as role models in their society. This makes uniformed services an important human capacity resource to build on for advocacy and social mobilisation efforts in relation to HIV/AIDS.   

In a historical move identifying for the first time a health matter as a security issue, the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1308 in July 2000 expressing concern over the potentially damaging impact of HIV/AIDS in the context of international peacekeeping. 

Shortly after, the UN General Assembly Special Session on HIV/AIDS adopted a Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS where member states committed themselves to develop education and awareness strategies to address the spread of HIV/AIDS among populations destabilized by armed conflict and humanitarian emergencies, including national uniformed services as well as international peacekeepers. 

In response to the growing realisation of the linkages between HIV/AIDS and security, UNAIDS together with its Cosponsors and implementing partners, including the UN Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO), has taken several initiatives to strengthen the role of the members of  the uniformed services in supporting community responses to HIV/AIDS.   These include the development of an HIV/AIDS awareness strategy for national uniformed services, with special emphasis on young recruits and out-posted personnel.  
Let us now examine what we have learned about HIV/AIDS that relates to human security, in the broad sense.

We have learned that in countries making progress on HIV/AIDS,  people,  individuals, families and communities take ownership of the problem, and of its solution.   Technologies, information, financial resources can facilitate, and do not substitute for people driven responses to HIV/AIDS.

We have learned that the impact of HIV/AIDS is multisectoral, as are the interdependent components of human security, including health security, food security, economic security, environmental security, personal security, political security.

As 5, 10, 20 per cent or more of adults become fatally ill, gains in health, longevity and infant mortality are wiped out.

Poverty, underdevelopment and illiteracy are among the principal contributing factors to the spread of HIV/AIDS. At the same time,  gross domestic product (GDP) shrinks by as much as 1-2 % annually in countries with an HIV prevalence rate of more than 20%.   Countries with lower levels of HIV prevalence are also adversely affected.

In this regard, what actions can be taken to facilitate and ensure effective responses by individuals, families and communities to HIV/AIDS?

First, ensuring individuals, families and communities with the freedom from want and the freedom from fear requires the recognition of HIV/AIDS related challenges related to HIV/AIDS and the involvement of those that are the most affected. At the heart of this recognition and involvement is the respect for human rights.   Denial, discrimination and exclusion only exacerbate the challenges related to HIV/AIDS.

Second, leadership is critical to success.  National leaders, leaders and civil society actors all need to be mobilized. Only they can provide the space for people to respond to HIV/AIDS and to secure an AIDS response that is properly multisectoral. 

Third, AIDS must be placed at the heart of the development and emergency agenda.  The size of the impact of AIDS is well understood in the worst affected countries, but not in many of those countries which still have the opportunity to prevent a widespread epidemic.  Responses to emergencies, whether conflicts or disasters, also need to be AIDS competent.

AIDS now needs to be at the centre of any consideration of human development and security.

When the UN Security Council first debated AIDS in January 2000 it signaled both that the global understanding of AIDS had changed, and that the notion of security itself had shifted.  In the Declaration of Commitment on HIV/AIDS, Member States recognized that ‘The global HIV/AIDS epidemic, through its devastating scale and impact, constitutes a global emergency and undermines social and economic development throughout the world.’

Effective action in response to HIV/AIDS enhances human security.  Effective action to enhance human security reduces the threat of HIV/AIDS.
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