ALPHAS AGAINST AIDS

By Tony Thompson

“Out of sight, out of mind.”  With so much going on the in the world, very little is said in the media about the AIDS epidemic these days. It is a forgotten battle.  The fact of the matter is that the epidemic is still spreading and, according a recent report by CBS news, at a faster rate than the government has been reporting.  
Studies released in August, 2008 have shown that new cases of HIV and AIDS infections have increased to surprisingly high levels.  For the past 10 years statistics have recorded HIV infection rates in America at around 40,000 new cases per year however, this number is actually estimated to be between 50,000 and 55,000.  The new figure is due to “a better blood test and new statistical methods, and not a worsening of the epidemic,” officials said.  The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) estimates that one-quarter of HIV-infected people are unaware of their HIV infection and that these persons account for more than half of all new infections.

In our communities the rates continue to be disproportionate to that of our counterparts.  According to the CDC, Blacks/African Americans represent approximately 12% of the US population, but account for 51% of all new HIV/AIDS cases diagnosed in 2007 while Hispanics/Latinos represent 13% of the population, but account for an estimated 17% of new infections.  The rate of new HIV infection for black/African American men is six times as high as that of white men, nearly three times that of Hispanic/Latino men, and more than twice that of black/African American women.  In 2006, African-American women accounted for 61% of new HIV infections amongst women.  Their infection rate was almost 15 times higher than White women.  African-American women’s greatest mode of transmission is heterosexual sex, followed by intravenous drug users.  Fifteen percent of all the teenagers (ages 13-19) in the U.S. are African-American, but in 2007 they accounted for 68% of new AIDS cases reported.

From 2005-2008, estimated HIV diagnoses increased approximately 12% in blacks/African Americans.  This may be due to increased testing or diagnosis earlier in the course of HIV infection.  The rate of new HIV infection among Hispanic/Latino men is more than double that of white men.  The rate of new HIV infection among Hispanic/Latina women is nearly four times that of white women.  During the same time period it is estimated that HIV diagnoses increased approximately 5% among Hispanics/Latinos however, the rate of HIV diagnoses among Hispanic/Latinos decreased, most likely reflecting the growing population of Hispanics/Latinos in the United States

It is reported that every 9 ½ minutes in the U.S., someone is infected with HIV. Since the beginning of the HIV/AIDS epidemic through 2007, 583,298 have died of AIDS in the United States.  African-Americans represented 40% of those 583,298 deaths.  The CDC observes that socioeconomic issues influence the rates of HIV among African-Americans and that studies have found a relationship between higher AIDS rates and lower incomes. One of the biggest ways African-Americans can help stop the transmission of HIV/AIDS is to be tested.

Thea Golden, says “We are all Infected or Affected by HIV/AIDS, we all know someone who has it or knows someone,who knows someone. As a community, this is our problem.  The community should be educated on how to keep ourselves and our families safe from this virus.  We should all know our HIV/AIDS status, and the only to know that is to get tested.”
On May 19, 2010 the Brothers of Kappa Xi Lambda in conjunction with the Delta Rho Omega chapter of Alpha Kappa Alpha held The Alphas Against AIDS Program at St. Luke’s Lutheran Church located at 259 Washington Avenue in Brooklyn in an effort to educate and advocate for our communities.  The Connection Committee of Delta Rho Omega had a desire to focus on this issue that gravely affects our community and over the past few years the incidents of HIV has risen exceptionally high among women of color.  At their 2009 North Atlantic Regional Conference, a resolution was passed to support a focus on this issue.  Two years ago, Delta Rho Omega Chapter joined with Senator Kevin Parker to promote awareness about the spreading and prevention of this disease.  The reached out to us to partner with them on this event because they were aware of similar events The Wall Street Alphas conducted in the past few years.

The program officially started when DRO Soror Karen St. Hilaire welcomed the crowd followed by Reverend Aguilar, Pastor at St. Lukes, who offered opening remarks and a prayer.  Soror Sabrina Gates facilitated an icebreaker designed to offer participants perspective on how fast the disease can spread in our community.  Tony Thompson of Kappa Xi Lambda chapter then introduced our moderator, Claire Simon of the Women’s HIV Collaborative.  The panelists were introduced and each gave a brief talk about their work in this arena.  The diversity of the panel provided a thoroughly engaging discussion.  The group included an outreach coordinator,  Ms. Chatura Smith; Dr. Diana Williams, a medical doctor working closely on this issue; two infected individuals involved in advocacy and awareness work ​ Ms. Thea Golden an Outreach Worker for Life Force, Women Fighting AIDS, inc., and Mr. David Long, an addiction counselor at Community Health Action of Staten Island; and a clinical psychotherapist Dr. Chris Johnson of GMAD (Gay Men of African Descent).

The panel discussed various questions posed to them by our moderator and a sizeable portion of the program was left open to audience participation.  Questions that made for a lively discussion included:  Are we close to a cure?  If not, is that by design?  Why are African Americans and people of color so disproportionately affected by this epidemic?  Are today's prevention measures working?  If so many individuals know how to protect themselves, why does the disease continue to grow at such an alarming rate?  An increasing number of seniors are contracting the disease, what outreach is being done to this group?  How are other nations responding to the AIDS epidemic?  Are other nations better, worse or equal as compared to US efforts?  Does HIV/AIDS as a social and as a health problem seem less significant today than yesterday?  What can we do as individuals or as a collective to help prevent the spread of the disease and to advocate for more research for finding a cure?

The program was closed by Damon Culcleasure, Vice President of Kappa Xi Lambda.  Three raffle prizes were awarded, which included books donated by Bro. Todd Hunter and a t-shirt donated by the Young Women of Color HIV/AIDS Collective.

Participants and audience members were asked to sign and address a letter to President Obama asking for a formal strategy to combat this disease.  Also, a mobile unit from the Department of Health was set up outside the event for those who were interested in getting a rapid test done.

David Long sums it up best - “I stand up for HIV for multiple reason. I have been personally affected and effected by this terrible virus. However it has not dimmed my light, it has made me a beacon of hope to the countless scared and shamed faces behind closed doors. Let's stand up and unite together. We all have a status. Let's embrace each other's statuses. Let's love each other. Love is the world's greatest medicine. I encourage everyone to get a prescription.”

SPECIAL THANK YOU’s to Brothers Rick Thurmond, Todd Hunter, Kevin Powell, Giovanni Gallaread, Thomas Mabry, and Lael Chappell, and Ms. Denise Bruce.  It could not have been possible without the organization skills and vision of Ms. Sabrina Gates.  

AIDS WALK NEW YORK

The 25th Annual AIDS Walk New York took place on Sunday, May 16th.  We joined more than 45,000 walkers who raised over $5.7 million dollars that goes towards AIDS research, prevention, care, and advocacy.  Thanks to Bro. Giovanni Gallaread who spearheaded an effort to get members of each of the Pan Hellenic organizations to walk as a group.  Unfortunately not all the groups showed up in a timely fashion so eventually we decided to walk without them.  We were joined by some AKAs and several friends of Alpha making the day very interesting as we each got a chance to meet and develop associations with people we did not know.  After the walk a number of continued the fellowship over brunch.  Thanks to Brothers Gallaread, Thurmond, Ingram, Delk, and Harvey for coming out and participating in the walk.  
