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THE ROME DECLARATION

HIV/AIDS – PREVENTION, CARE, RIGHTS, RESEARCH: NOW MORE THAN EVER!

…because now, after 30 years, there is still no definitive cure for HIV infection and a remedy to stop and manage this epidemic must pass through combined policies of prevention, adequate socio-health assistance, access to drugs and diagnostics for everyone, the defense of rights and the battle against the stigma of HIV in every context.

…because now, the optimism that accompanied the advent of antiretroviral therapies in the 1990s, is diminishing ‘cause of the persistent presence of the virus in those cells/sites (sanctuaries) where it exists and resists to therapy, leaving the person highly vulnerable to this kind of “continuous alert” to the immune system (immune activation) and inducing cardiovascular, neurological, renal, hepatic and tumoral diseases, which generally appear in elderly people (premature aging). For this reason HIV infection cannot yet be defined as “curable”. We must, therefore, reinforce scientific research both basically, in order to understand its mechanisms, and clinically, in order to manage these comorbidities, exactly as was done at the beginnings of the epidemic, until a cure is found.

…because now, notwithstanding the fact that there is not yet a cure, antiretroviral therapy has proven to be effective in reducing HIV progression to AIDS, mortality and the transmission of the virus.

For this reason, now more than ever, Italy must contribute to the reaching of the sixth goal of the Millennium Development Goals sanctioned by the United Nations, which commits governments to fight HIV/AIDS.

THE FORUM OF ITALIAN CIVIL SOCIETY ON HIV/AIDS

During a meeting on 12 July 2011 on the issue:“1981 – 2011: 30 years from the beginning of the epidemic, is HIV infection still a priority for our country?”, affiliated at the 6th IAS Conference on HIV Pathogenesis, Treatment and Prevention (Rome, 17-20 July 2011),

ENDORSES THE FOLLOWING DECLARATION

PREMISES

An outline of epidemiology in Italy - The recently established system of monitoring HIV epidemic in our country shows that in 2009 there were 4,5 new cases of HIV diagnoses for every 100,000 Italian residents and 22,2 new cases of HIV diagnoses for every 100,000 foreign residents, with the median age being 39 years old for men and 35 for women. The incidence of infection is higher in the center-north than in the south and the islands. The cases of sexually transmitted infection have increased (both for heterosexuals and homosexuals) in 2009 up to 80.1% of the cases recorded. A third of the persons newly diagnosed were in an advanced stage of illness, or had their immune systems considerably compromised (the number of lymphocytes T CD4+ less than 200 cells/µL). In Italy, 143,000 - 165,000 people are estimated living with HIV, of whom more than 22,000 have progressed to AIDS. One-fourth of people living with HIV don’t know their serological status.

An outline of epidemiology in the world - UNAIDS (The United Nations Program on HIV/AIDS) estimates that, at the end of 2010, there were over 34 million people living with HIV throughout the world. In 2009, 2.6 million new cases were recorded; with sub-Saharan Africa being the hardest hit, with 1.8 million of new cases and with a higher percentage of women infected more than men. At the end of 2010, more than 6 million persons - in medium to low income countries - had access to antiretroviral therapy, while in 2003 there were only 400,000. For the first time, in 2009, world coverage of prevention services used to fight the mother to child transmission of HIV exceeded 50%.

Stabilizing the infection does not mean completely eliminating it! - 30 years after the discovery of HIV, investments to check the epidemic are producing their first real results: the rate of new infections is falling and moving towards a point of stabilization, while access to antiretroviral therapy has increased and is making important strides towards reducing the transmission of the virus from mother to child. Nonetheless, this data is not consolidated: for every person who begins antiretroviral therapy, there are two who new infections.

Healthcare and Social Policy after the Title V reform to the Italian Constitution:  HIV in the era of federalism - The Italian system to guarantee the fundamental rights of citizens is based on what is sanctioned in our Constitution and by the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and it is through the strength of these principles that our Parliament has approved laws and made rules to safeguard the dignity, rights and healthcare of every citizen. The reform of Title V of the Constitution entrusts a new role to the Regions and to the local authorities regarding Healthcare (parallel legislation) and social policy. In relation to the aforementioned, we would like to express our concern over the recent financial measures presented by the government, which once again forecast welfare and healthcare cuts to the budget, which is already below the average of other EU and OECD countries.  Healthcare and Social Policy continue to be blindly viewed as a “cost” and not as an “investment” for the future and for the development of the country. “Invest in healthcare today in order to save on healthcare tomorrow” should be the attitude of a farsighted government. However, in this era of federalism, due to the financial cuts, the Regions and local authorities cannot draft incisive social and healthcare policies that fight the epidemic, thus undermining the rights of all citizens to HIV prevention and care.

DECLARATION

· We strongly demand, in accordance with the Policy Statement of the General Assembly of the United Nations of 10 June 2011 (UNGASS 2011), that the beating of HIV becomes a priority through 2015: this implies the allocation of adequate economic resources on the national and international level, and at the national level, an urgent reassessment of the healthcare and institutional policies dealing with the intervention of HIV/AIDS, which have been weak and inadequate up until now.

· We demand that the strategies employed be based on clear and shared scientific evidence and human rights, and not on ideological prejudice that have nothing to do with the necessary methodological approaches necessary to face a problem of public health.

Regarding national intervention, we appeal to the national and local institutions (Regions, Provinces and Cities) and to the respective political decision makers, to take urgent actions to stop HIV infection in Italy.

Prevention policies - We ask that the ineffectiveness, discontinuous and bland nature of the public campaign of prevention conducted over the last few years in Italy be recognized, along with consequences that this has produced in terms of not reaching the goal of zeroing the number of new annual infections. That, from this ascertainment, we begin to establish constant campaigns/strategies of prevention, which vary according to population groups, that an adequate language be used and that specific references to the instruments of prevention (i.e., “condoms”, “HIV Tests”, “Therapy”) be used, being careful to adapt the terminology used to characterize the groups that are being considered. Specifically, we ask the prevention of HIV infection be understood as “bio-psycho-social intervention” and therefore should fit into a regulatory and broader context of intervention in order to contrast the stigma of HIV and the protection of persons affected. Specifically: 

· In addressing prevention intervention to the MSM population (men who have sex with men), we hold that it is indispensable that these men should be accompanied by concrete actions to fight homophobia, which is pointed out in the extension of the Mancino law, as an action to fight homophobia and prejudice towards LGBT persons (Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual and Transgender) in all social contexts (school, workplace, etc).

· In addressing prevention intervention for the most vulnerable groups - prisoners (also in prison psychiatric hospitals), migrants, substance abusers, sex workers - we hold that it is indispensable the use of strategies to provide HIV testing, the elimination of any barriers to the access of services, the reduction of the damages and risks already experimented with, which have shown positive results in others countries and in Italy itself. We also demand that decisions at the political level be taken, aimed at the suspension of measures of detention and/or the elimination of criminalization and that the sentences of persons with HIV who show critical clinical and/or debilitating characteristics connected with the illness, be defined by an appropriate forum with the direct involvement of civil society.
Policies fighting stigma and discrimination - We demand that there be established - in conjunction with the competent institutions, Patient Advocacy Groups, trade union representation and industries - a program of information/training aimed at removing the stigma, discrimination and mobbing to which people with HIV are often victims, above all in the workplace and within healthcare assistance structures.

Guarantee of privacy - We demand that the frequent and serious violation of the norms governing the protection of private medical data related to HIV infection (law 135/1990, D.lgs 196/2003) be noted and that specifically work plans be created to establish operative instruments to ensure the respect of the current laws in all places where it is systematically violated (healthcare structure, sports structures, temporary employment agencies, etc).

Access to pharmaceuticals and diagnostics - we demand that a remedy be found to the unacceptable disparity of access to drugs and diagnostics caused by the regionalization of the healthcare system, through a plan of national coordination aimed at overcoming the unacceptable conditions of inequality of residents living in different regions of the nation. Specifically, but not exclusively, we demand that “the Italian Guidelines on the use of antiretroviral drugs and on the management of clinical-diagnostics aspects of people with HIV-1” be taken as unequivocal reference points in all regions, national health centers, care and assistance centers for persons with HIV in our country. We also demand the endorsement of a policy of uniform and free diagnostics for HIV throughout the country, thus guaranteeing the constitutional rights to all citizens.

Antidrug policy - We demand that transparent verification of the effectiveness of the present national anti-drug policies be undertaken, as was once again stated  in the official declaration of the last world conference on AIDS (XVIII IAC, 2010) called “The Vienna Declaration” 
. It re-opened the debate on the anti-drug policies put into effect and their correlation to HIV, and has confirmed its failure, highlighting that as a repressive approach against drug consumers it does not lead to the surfacing of behavior which is at risk, thus becoming an agent in the spread of the infection. For this reason, we demand that the current legislative policy be reviewed (L.49/2006 – Fini/Giovanardi), which on one hand has led to a rise in the number of substance users in our prison system, and on the other, has forced these users into a state of invisibility thereby making the messages and instruments of prevention relating to HIV, HCV STD much more difficult to reach them.

Financing research - We demand the National Program of Research on AIDS, instituted at the end of the 1980s with the allocation of funds, which have periodically been greatly reduced and at the moment cancelled by the Ministry of Health and not substituted with concrete alternatives aimed at the fighting HIV/AIDS, be instituted once again with continuous  and adequate financing. We also demand that forms of specific and substantial financing be found in order to permit our researchers, among the best in the world, to continue their work in the battle against HIV.

Regarding international intervention, we appeal to the Government in order that Italy contributes effectively to the fight against HIV in countries with limited recourses, with the goal to reach the sixth goal of the Millennium Development Goals sanctioned by the United Nations

Global Fund for the Fight against AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria - We demand that Italy communicate a plan for the disbursement of contributions for 2009 and 2010 – equal to 260 million euro – and the additional 30 million dollars Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi promised at the G8 Summit in L’Aquila in 2009. We also demand that Italy renew its financial obligation to the Global Fund for the three year period 2011-2013.

Destination of part of the GDP - We demand that Italy make a concrete commitment to reach the goal of allotting 0.7% of its GDP to Public Aid to Development by 2015. As was stated in the recent Policy Declaration UNGASS 2011, if the industrialized countries do not increase their efforts to reach this mark, it will be impossible to reach the Millennium Development Goals, among which the sixth, which deals with the fight against the epidemic. Specifically Italy, which is currently responsible for 38%
 of the European deficit in reaching the Millennium Development Goals, must change its dangerous course which saw its ODA/GDP relationship drop to a worrisome 0.15% in 2010.

HIV/AIDS and the reinforcement of healthcare systems - We demand that regarding intervention in the fight against AIDS sustained by the Italian government in countries with limited resources, that the approach centered on the illness be integrated by attempting to reinforce the healthcare systems on a whole, in order that the basic healthcare structures hit by the epidemic can be put in a position to administer a prevention, treatment, care and support package at a level of efficiency which matches international standards.

The Italian presence and participation in civil society - We demand the creation of an institutional structure, which would allow the active and systematic participation of Italy in the international appointments on HIV/AIDS and we also demand the participation at this structure by the civil society of our nation.

AND IT SHOULD BE CIRCULATED TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN.

Rome, 12 July 2011

To subscribe to the declaration (by midnight 15 July 2011) go to link:

http://www.dichiarazionediroma.it

� http://www.viennadeclaration.com/


�  Commission Staff Working Document, “EU Accountability Report on Financing for Development 2011”








