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PARIS: AIDS claimed a million lives in
2016, almost half the 2005 toll that
marked the peak of the deadly epidem-
ic, said a UN report yesterday proclaim-
ing “the scales have tipped”. Not only
are new HIV infections and deaths
declining, but more people than ever
are on life-saving treatment, according
to data published ahead of an AIDS sci-
ence conference opening in Paris on
Sunday. Experts warned, however, that
much of the progress can be undone by
growing resistance to HIV drugs.

Unless something is done, drug-resis-
tant virus strains may infect an extra
105,000 people and kill 135,000 over the
next five years, and boost treatment
costs by $650 million (560 million euros),
said the World Health Organization
(WHO). According to a UNAIDS global
roundup, 19.5 million of 36.7 million
people living with HIV in 2016 had
access to treatment. This marked the first
time that more than half of infected peo-
ple were receiving anti-retroviral treat-
ment, which rolls back the AIDS virus but
does not completely eliminate it.

“We could get 2.4 million new people
on treatment” in 2016, UNAIDS
Executive Director Michel Sidibe told
journalists in Paris. “We are saving lives.”
The report said AIDS-related deaths
have fallen from 1.9 million in 2005 to
one million in 2016, adding that “for the
first time the scales have tipped.” The
year 2016 saw 1.8 million new infec-
tions, almost half the record number of
some 3.5 million in 1997, said UNAIDS.

In total, 76.1 million people have been
infected with HIV, the virus that causes
AIDS, since the epidemic started in the
1980s. Some 35 million have died.
“Communities and families are thriving as
AIDS is being pushed back,” said Sidibe.

“As we bring the epidemic under control,
health outcomes are improving and
nations are becoming stronger.” As yet,
there is no HIV vaccine or cure, and infect-
ed people rely on lifelong anti-retroviral
therapy to stop the virus replicating.

Without treatment, HIV-infected peo-
ple go on to develop AIDS, a syndrome
that weakens the immune system and
leaves the body exposed to opportunistic
infections such as tuberculosis, and some
types of cancer. Treatment carries side
effects and is costly, but allows infected
people to be healthier for longer.

‘More work to do’ 
Most progress has been made in east

and southern Africa, the region that was
hardest hit by the epidemic and where

many interventions were focused. Since
2010, AIDS-related deaths in the region
declined by 42 percent. The region
accounts for half the world’s infected
population, with women and girls dis-
proportionately affected at 60 percent.

Sixty percent of all  people who
receive anti-retroviral therapy live in
east and southern Africa which, along
with west and central Europe and the
Americas, is on target to meet the so-
called 90-90-90 targets set by the UN,
said the report. By 2020, states the plan,
90 percent of infected people must
know their status, of whom 90 percent
must be on treatment. In 90 percent of
those, the virus will be “suppressed” by
medicine to the extent that it cannot
function or replicate. — AFP

LONDON: The sexual health expert credited with coining
the term “chemsex” told AFP that drug-laced sexual
encounters are boosting HIV infections in gay communi-
ties. David Stuart, who manages the chemsex support pro-
gram at a pioneering clinic in Soho, was himself involved in
drugs and escorting and contracted HIV before turning his
life around after a 2005 arrest.

“These drugs are contributing phenomenally to the HIV
epidemic,” Stuart said in an interview at the clinic in the
heart of London’s gay community. “They are not the drugs
of the past-happy dancy drugs-they are much more prob-
lematic,” he said. Stuart defines chemsex as the “use of
drugs for sex” which is “associated with certain behaviors
such as hooking up online, high number of partners and
high prevalence of HIV and sexually-transmitted disease.”

Chemsex drugs, such as crystal methamphetamine,
mephedrone and GBL “tapped into something that disin-
hibits sexual feelings,” he said. Condomless sex and commu-
nal drug use at chemsex parties are partly to blame for con-
tinued high levels of new HIV infections which have been at
around 6,000 people a year since 2009. “We have about 30
people coming to our building every day, perhaps because
they have been exposed to HIV, maybe through condomless
sex or sharing needles. “We know that between 60 and 80
percent of those guys... are here because they have been in
some kind of chemsex environment,” he said.

Drugs ‘part of our culture’ 
The practice mushroomed with the smartphone revo-

lution, which has facilitated the buying of drugs and the
hooking up of willing partners through smartphone apps
such as Grindr. But he believes focusing on the public
health issues is to diminish the full impact that the trend is
having on the community.

“GBL is a very dangerous drug,” he said. “One millilitre
might be enough to give me the appropriate high I am
looking for, 1.8 could kill me. One gay man dies every 12
days from GBL in London.” He added: “There are so many
other harms associated to it: lifestyle and well-being, the
ability to have sober sex, the ability to form intimacies and
maintain them, getting to work on Monday, spending time
with family and friends.” — AFP

AIDS claimed 1mn lives in 2016: UN

HANSHAN, China: This file photo taken on November 30, 2009 shows
Chinese students showing a handmade red ribbon one day ahead of the
World AIDS Day, at a school. — AFP 
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