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0 ne day late last year, public 
health workers, educators , 
journalists and government 

officials sat down at simultaneous 
meetings in more than 600 separate 
sites throughout the Western 
Hemisphere. What prompted this 
unusual convergence of events was 
a unique experience in the annals of 
public health. 

In Quito , Ecuador, the originat
ing site of the teleconference , the 
Hotel Colon was temporarily 
turned into a world-class broadcast
ing centre, with satellite hook-up 
equipment, six television cameras , 
miles of cable strung everywhere, 
simultaneous translation units in 
four languages , and an elaborate 
recording and playback system. 

After months of arduous prep
aration, the controller finally or
dered his cameras into action and 
so began the First Pan American 
Teleconference on AIDS, one of 
the largest teleconferences ever 
held and the only one ever trans
mitted simultaneously in four lan
guages-English, French, Portu
guese and Spanish . 

The conference brought together 
international groups in 30 countries 
as well as scientific and technical 
experts in a massive two-day educa
tional and information effort which 
reached 60,000 people directly, 
and, through the press, millions of 
persons indirectly, with the latest 
information about HIV infection. 

The teleconference was hailed as 
a great success. Its costs were much 
less than a comparable series of 
separate meetings with the same 
audience, and its reach was much 
greater. The hundreds of tele
phoned questions which flooded 
special telephone lines, and the 
large audiences at the reception 
sites, attested to the widespread 
interest. 

The International Telecommu
nications Satellite Organization 
(INTELSAT) worked closely with 
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the Pan American Health Organi
zation (PAHO) in carrying the 
16 hours of broadcast free of charge 
to 30 countries under its Project 
SHARE (Satellites for Health and 
Rural Education), which is de
signed to provide free satellite use 
for transmissions on the delivery of 
health and education services in 
developing countries. The telecon
ference also permitted wide dis
semination of two PAHO/WHO 

documentaries , one on AIDS and 
high-risk behaviour, and another 
on AIDS education efforts around 
the world . 

A series of videotapes based on 
the teleconference will be produced 
as part of continuing efforts to 
disseminate scientific and technical 
information about AIDS and its 
prevention and control to still wider 
audiences. 

The idea for the AIDS Telecon-

ference expanded from a small 
scientific meeting , originally 
planned in Ecuador to coincide 
with a meeting of experts on sexual
ly transmitted diseases, into an 
event that reached unprecedented 
audiences, successfully disseminat
ing important information about 
the problems of AIDS to all levels, 
from decision makers to communi
ty health workers. This First Pan 
American Teleconference on AIDS 
launched PAHO/WHO firmly into the 
telecommunications era , as well as 
opening up infinite new possibilities 
for new ways of educating and in
forming people on health matters. • 

Dr Jonathan Mann, Director of WHO 's 

Global Programme on AIDS, address
ing the first-ever Pan American Tele
conference on AIDS in Quito. 
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