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opinion and editorial

Can we talk?

by Carl Bognar

early 200 HIV-positive people
N attended the BCPWA Society’s
Positive Gathering in October
to participate in sessions on antiretrovi-
rals, complementary medicines, co-
infection, and methadone, among others.
One of the surprises of the Gathering was
that the most popular sessions dealt with
depression and relationships, which pro-
vides a clue, I think, to the deepest con-
cerns of PWAs.

At a workshop on prevention, people
discussed the difficulties of maintain-
ing safer behaviours to prevent HIV
transmission. The discussion was lively
and compelling, and people shared
their experiences with remarkable
openness. They spoke of love, rejection,
trust, depression, desire, discrimina-
tion, passion, death, disclosure, loss,
stigma, and the way these issues affect
safer behaviours.

Just as compelling was the relief and
gratitude that HIV-positive people expressed
at having a safe venue in which to talk.
PWAs have few opportunities to express
their deepest concerns and the complex
situations they must deal with. One focus
of prevention strategies is to ensure
PWAs keep talking, both among our-
selves and with HIV-negative people. In
this spirit, the tagline for the BCPWA
Society’s new prevention campaign is
“We need to talk about it.”

Despite the alarming numbers of new
infections in British Columbia (440 in
2001 alone), the numbers show that
things have already changed for the bet-
ter. New HIV infections peaked at about

750 cases a year between 1990 and
1996. It is difficult to know whether the
increase to 440 cases in 2001 from 427 in
1999 and 413 in 2000 is significant.
Epidemiologists fear that the increase in
2001 may point to a resurgence in the
epidemic. In any event, 440 cases a year
is far too many. Each new infection will
cost the BC healthcare system over
$200,000. That's nearly $100 million for
the new cases diagnosed last year alone.
Yet it's still difficult to secure funding for
prevention campaigns.

People with HIV/AIDS are living
longer and healthier lives than ever, so
there are more opportunities for HIV
transmission. Despite the huge increase
in the overall number of positive people,
300 fewer new cases of HIV are
reported each year than were reported
six years ago. One possible explanation
for the reduction in new cases is that
HIV-positive people are already dealing
with many of the situations where HIV
transmission can be avoided. Most
likely, HIV transmission results from a
mixed bag of complex situations that
PWAs encounter.

After someone is diagnosed with HIV,
a lot of time, effort, caring, and commu-
nication are needed to rebuild a healthy
life. Effective prevention can only be built
on the healthy sexuality and good mental
health of HIV-positive people. This may
be the biggest challenge for HIV preven-
tion, but it just might be the key to slowing
the spread of the virus.&®
Carl Bognar is the prevention coordinator for the
BCPWA Society.

Living+ is published by the British Columbia Persons With AIDS Society. This publication may report on
experimental and alternative therapies, but the Society does not recommend any particular therapy. Opinions
expressed are those of the individual authors and not necessarily those of the Society.

JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2003




