We always underestimate Africa

The western world fails to understand the range of knowledge, sophistication, solidarity, generosity and sheer, unbridled resilience at the grass-roots of the continent
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	United Nations envoy Stephen Lewis is calling on Prime Minister Stephen Harper to take a stand against HIV/AIDS. (CP PHOTO/Nathan Denette)



	


When I was approached by the Ottawa Citizen with the idea of this special issue, I was deeply hesitant. There was so little time. But my remarkable colleagues in the Envoy team didn't have a moment's doubt. And so they -- not I, but they -- put this issue together. Anurita Bains, Gerald Caplan, Paula Donovan, Christina Magill, assisted heroically by Lisa Rundle who was co-opted into overseeing the project, are the true architects. Their ideas, instincts and judgments suffuse the material. To be sure, they were helped mightily by the journalists at the Citizen who embraced the initiative with unstinting elan. And the combination -- Citizen writers, plus numbers of other voices, many of them African whom we invited to write -- has resulted, I think, in a fascinating range of insights and opinions rarely assembled in newspaper coverage.

The timing, of course, is perfect. Today begins the International AIDS Conference in Toronto, and after 25 years of the AIDS pandemic, we're still wrestling with the virus and still losing ground. More than 20 million people have died, and nearly 40 million are living with the virus. It feels like a plague that never ends.

And yet, there is hope amid the gloom, albeit expressed in different ways. For some the hope is statistical. There is now data to show that prevalence rates have leveled off among the 15-to-19-year-old's in a handful of African countries, and that the rates of infection at prenatal clinics have stabilized for those under 24 years old in South Africa.

But that's what might be called epidemiological hope. It ranks in impact with the oft-expressed observation that financial resources have increased mightily since the barren days of the 1990s. It's a nice set of statistics, but on the ground, where people live and die, it feels illusory. Hope that feeds the statisticians is not a hope that feeds the world.

I've been in the Envoy role in Africa for more than five years, and I do have hope, deep and abiding hope. But it's grounded in a very different set of factors. In the first instance, what most of the western world fails to understand is the range of knowledge, sophistication, solidarity, generosity and sheer, unbridled resilience at the grass-roots of the continent, particularly amongst the women. We underestimate Africa; we always underestimate Africa.

The nurses working a 10-hour overnight shift alone on an adult ward with 70 patients, the vast majority admitted with AIDS-related illnesses; the grandmothers, ancient, frail, impoverished, raising 10 or more orphan grandchildren; the volunteer home-based care workers trudging from hut to hut through the village, painstakingly swabbing the skeletal bodies of the near-dead and dying; the counsellors in an AIDS clinic explaining, gently, tenderly, to a young mother that she's tested HIV-positive and what it means; the support groups of people living with AIDS sustaining each other, finding food for each other, checking on each other with optimism and laughter and love ... so much of the continent engaged in a struggle for life, but never, never giving up.

We talk glibly of heroism. Africa is its embodiment.

And then there's the conviction that stirs hope within me more than any other aspect: this pandemic can be beaten. I've never doubted it for a moment over the last several years. We can break the back of the pandemic; we can subdue it if only the world would support Africa in its quest for survival.

We know how to roll out treatment and keep people alive ... nearly a million people now on treatment in Africa (albeit barely 20 per cent of those who require it); we have the life-saving drugs that need be taken only twice a day; we know how to prevent transmission of the virus from mother to child during pregnancy and birth; we're finally developing pediatric drugs for children; we know the value of eliminating school fees so that every child, all orphan children included, can go to school; we know the indispensability of good nutrition when taking medication and fighting off opportunistic infections; we know the imperatives of prevention; we know the desperate need for laws against sexual violence, a violence that spreads the virus; we know, above all, the disproportionate vulnerability of women in the face of brutal gender inequality.

At this point, 25 years later, we know just about all there is to know of the pandemic (with the notable exception of discovering a vaccine), and we could halt it in its tracks if the world could rally the political leadership that is so clearly lacking.

Africa's dilemma is not of its own making; it's of history's making. Africa is asking for no more than that which has been promised. If it were delivered, Africa would receive sustainable long-term financial resources, the health infrastructure would be repaired, the loss of human capacity would be restored, poverty would be confronted, and countries would not only heal the wounds of AIDS but there would be, finally and equitably, the prospect of economic growth.

But that will mean a fundamental transformation in the policies of the so-called international community.

It will mean that the G8 in particular must deliver on the promises made on aid, debt and trade. Already it is widely conceded that the sworn commitments paraded at the G8 Summit in Gleneagles, scarcely one year ago, have been betrayed. Where Africa is concerned, betrayal has become the watchword for the western world.

It will mean that the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria must be funded to the brim, instead of facing a shortfall of several billion dollars. To that end, Bill Gates is not enough. Not only must governments turn to their treasuries, but the private multinational sector must begin, for the first time, to make significant annual financial contributions to the fund. If they are looking for a formula, then I would suggest now, as I have in the past, 0.7 per cent of after-tax profits.

It will mean a stepped-up, almost superhuman effort, with resources, in the search for a microbicide and a vaccine.

It will mean, above all, that we come to terms with the eviscerating reality of gender inequality, an inequality that drives the pandemic and exacts a terrible carnage amongst the women and girls of Africa. I have reached the conclusion that the only long-term answer lies in the creation of a new international agency for women within the framework of the United Nations. It is the ugliest of truths that 52 per cent of the world's population has no powerful entity to work with it and advocate on its behalf.

If, by some miraculous circumstance, all of this were to happen, then the hope of defeating AIDS would come alive. I live on that hope. I believe in that hope. And I'm persuaded that if we work collectively, and galvanize our political leadership, we'll turn the tide on the most destructive scourge on the planet.

As I come to the end of my tenure as Envoy, there are dreadful scenes etched forever in my mind. Those are scenes I want to remove forever from my mind. I absolutely believe that it's possible. I've suggested how it can be done. I do not believe that my hope is self-deluding.

The unbearable question is: how many more lives will be violated and lost before the world responds?

