(1 December 2007. World AIDS Day)

AIDS: let us learn from those who progress

In less than 10 years, the resources available for the fight against AIDS have increased 16 fold. In 1996, annual resources available was 0.5 billion dollars and by 2005 it had reached 8 billion dollars
. Unfortunately, the results have been less impressive. During the same period, the proportion of children who benefited from mother-to-child prevention services increased from 7% to 9%. And, although the WHO and UNAIDS committed to provide antiretroviral drugs to 3 million people by 2005, only 2 million people were receiving them by the end of 2006
.  

These figures lead us to agree with the views of certain global leaders who, after 20 years of struggle against HIV, declare that “we” are losing the battle
. But we are still tempted to fill a bottomless pit. Look for example at the declaration of the Secretary General of the United Nations on his return from the Global Conference on HIV/AIDS in Bangkok who effectively said, “There are more infections; we need to mobilize more funds.” 

Neither the Secretary General nor the vast majority of the 14 000 participants at the Bangkok conference seemed to be aware of the people in Northern Thailand who were winning the battle against the epidemic. In the province of Phayao, the proportion of 21 year old men living with the virus went from 18% to 1% in ten years. A similar transformation had taken place across the entire region of 10 million inhabitants. And those people had achieved this result mainly through their own efforts. 

And so the fight against AIDS can be won. But we need to put an end to the illusion that we can make an effective response simply by increasing the budget. We also need to accept a disturbing reality: rich countries, with their coveted currencies, their plans, and their experts are on the run. They know that it is a strategy of failure, but they do not question it.  

We cannot limit ourselves to putting in place the means for prevention and care. We urgently need to question the approach. We need to learn from the countries that have made progress.   

This is what the Constellation
 and its partners do. For the last 2 years, we have been proposing and implementing a new approach that we base on the lessons learned by Thailand, Uganda and Brazil. These three countries have progressed in the fight against AIDS for the same essential reason: civil society, in particular community groups, has taken ownership of the day-to-day fight against AIDS. Elsewhere people hear about AIDS, but do not talk about it. But in these countries, people openly talk about it. And therefore, they respond. Their response is not limited to the adoption of another ‘Great Plan’. Progress is the result of thousands of local responses.

Today the Constellation stimulates and connects these local responses in 20 countries around the world. Its members do not distribute brochures, materials or money but they stimulate the voice of those who hold the key to progress: people confronted in their private and public life with the question of AIDS. 

And the results are there. One example among hundreds: in the Democratic Republic of Congo, among 1000 policemen of the Unit of Integrated Police, the number who volunteered to be tested went from zero to 400 in a six month period and the demand for condoms multiplied.

Isn’t it time to learn from what works, from those who progress? Therefore, isn’t it time to include the facilitation of local responses on the agenda? Or, do we have to accept as inevitable the fact that for every person who gets access to antiretroviral drugs, six others become infected with the AIDS virus
?
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