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Human rights and HIV/AIDS 
UNAIDS at the UN Commission on 
Human Rights 
Susan Timberlake 

A psychologist holds a consultation of on AIDS clinic in Mexico. The rights to information and to non-discrimination ore key factors in the control of 
AIDS. 

HIV /AIDS is a reality with 
which we must live for a long 
time, says the Executive 
Director of UNAIDS. The 
protection of human rights is 
essential to stop the spread of 
HIV, and to ensure that 
everyone has access to 
information and education 
about it, to the means of 
preventing infection (such as 
condoms and health services), 
and to an environment 
supportive of behaviour 
change. 

The Joint United Nations Pro
gramme on HIV/AIDS, known 
as UNAIDS , combines the 

efforts of six bodies who are working 
together to confront the AIDS pan
demic. These are: UNESCO, UNDP, 
UNFPA, UNICEF, WHO and the 
World Bank. UN AIDS became 
operational in January of this year. 
In April, UN AIDS made three state
ments to the United Nations Com
miss ion on Human Rights at its 
annual meeting in Geneva, Switzer
land. The first stressed the overall 
importance of human rights in AIDS 
control, the second focused on the 
needs of youth , and the third on HIV 
in prisons. 

In the first statement, the Execu
tive Director of UN AIDS , Peter Piot, 
introduced UN AIDS to the Commis
sion and summed up the world situa
tion. At present, it is estimated that 
over 21 million people are infected 
and, of these, some 9 million are 
women ; to date, 1.5 million children 
have been infected. Since the begin-

ning of the epidemic in the 1980s, 
over 5 million adults and children are 
estimated to have died of AIDS . 
Every day, 7500 more adults are 
infected - a rate of five people every 
minute - and of these, half are 
women. 1000 children are newly 
infected each day. 

Peter Piot says: "With a vaccine 
and a cure still far from discovery, it 
is evident that HIV I AIDS is a reality 
with which we must live for a long 
time. . . . In the last 15 years, we 
have learned that the protection of 
human rights is essential to stop the 
spread ofHIV/AIDS. Key rights are 
the rights to information, education, 
health and non-discrimination. 
These rights have always been im
perfectly realized, with tragic conse
quences. Now, with the presence of 
HIV, failure to protect them becomes 
even more life-threatening. Only 
through the protection of these rights 
will people have access to informa
tion and education about HIV; to the 
means of prevention, such as con-
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doms and health services; and to an 
environment supportive of behav
iour change." 

With regard to violence against 
women, Dr Piot stated: "Rape inside 
and outside marriage, incest, forced 
prostitution, sexual bartering, harm
ful traditional practices - indeed any 
kind of coerced sex and sexual 
violence- put women and girls in 
danger of becoming infected." 

Dr Piot suggested that "a con
spiracy of silence" continues to 
surround HIVIAIDS which keeps 
couples and communities unaware 
that AIDS is in their midst, and 
allows governments to close their 
eyes to the urgent need for action. 
It keeps HIV off the agendas it 
should be on, and fosters an "us 
versus them" mentality in which the 
uninfected deny the existence, the 
human value and the dignity of the 
infected. Dr Piot concluded: "To 
break through this conspiracy of 
silence, it is essential that the 
Commission [on Human Rights] 
should continue to make human 
rights related to HIV a visible and 
priority concern." 

A shadow on youth 
In my own statement on children, I 
underlined the shocking fact that 
more than 50% of people newly 
infected with HIV- the virus that can 
lead to AIDS- are aged between 15 
and 24. In some parts of the world, 
among youngsters aged between 15 
and 19, two girls are infected for 
every boy. 

The drastic increase in the rate of 
infection among women means a 
corresponding increase in HIV
infected babies. To date, 1.5 million 
children under the age of five have 
been infected with HIV, of whom 
more than half a million have al
ready developed AIDS. In addition, 
by the year 2000, AIDS will have 
robbed almost five million children 
of one or both parents. 

Statistics alone do not capture the 
misery that HIV I AIDS can bring to 
children. Besides the children who 
face the trauma of their own sickness 
and impending death, besides the 
children who watch their parents 

An H/V-infected child in a hospital in Romania. 
Children living with AIDS have a special claim 
on treatment- and tender loving core. 

grow sick and die, there are those 
who live in the anxiety of homes 
with fewer and fewer resources to 
live on, and who face cruel stigmati
zation and discrimination because of 
HIY. 

A human rights framework exists 
to protect the rights of children, but 
not enough is being done to imple
ment it. If that framework were 
used, governments would take steps 
to decrease children 's vulnerability 
to HIV, would protect children 
against HIV discrimination, and 
would provide them and their fami
lies with the support and services 
they need. The provision of HIV
related education is part of children's 
right to education and information. 
HIV-related education can help 
children avoid infection as they grow 
into sexually active young adults. 
Studies show that sex education and 
HIV education do not encourage 
sexual activity, but rather encourage 
adolescents to postpone sex, and to 
practise safe sex if they do engage in 
sex. UNAIDS called on the Com
mission, other UN human rights 
bodies, governments and NGOs to 
take the lead in upholding the rights 
that will protect children living with 
HIVIAIDS. 

High prevalence in prisons 
In another statement I made to the 
UN Commission on Human Rights 
on HIV and prisons, I pointed out 
that the prevalence of HIV and its 
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rate of transmission in prisons are 
high and are on the rise in many 
countries. The activities in prison 
that spread HIV - notably sex and 
drug use- are usually illegal within 
the prison environment and are met 
with disciplinary measures rather 
than health measures. Often there 
are insufficient resources to provide 
basic health care in prisons, still less 
for HIV I AIDS programmes. 

Yet the situation is an urgent one. 
It involves the rights to health , secu
rity of person, equality before the law 
and freedom from inhuman and de
grading treatment. It must be ur
gently addressed for the sake of the 
health, rights and dignity of prison
ers; for the sake of the health and 
safety of the prison staff; and for the 
sake of the communities from which 
prisoners come and to which they 
return. 

Neither prisoners nor prison staff 
are provided with information and 
education on how to avoid becoming 
infected. Nor do prisoners have 
access to the means of prevention that 
are available outside. These would 
include condoms, bleach for disin
fecting needles, and, in some places, 
needle exchange programmes. The 
provision of the means of prevention 
in prisons raises difficult issues. Sex 
in prisons is often illegal , and by 
providing condoms, prison authorities 
fear that they are condoning sex. This 
raises the issue of whether or not the 
right to privacy protects sex between 
two consenting adults in prison. 
According to UNAIDS: "Given the 
reality that such sex does occur, is 
there not a duty to reduce the harm 
that might result from it, and should 
not prisoners have the ability to 
protect themselves from that harm?" 

"By entering prisons, prisoners 
are condemned to imprisonment for 
their crimes; they should not be 
condemned to HIV and AIDS . . . 
Prisoners are the community. They 
come from the community, they 
return to it. Protection of prisoners is 
protection of our communities." • 
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