
240 THE NATIONAL MEDICAL JOURNAL OF INDIA VOL.2, NO.5

Letter from North America

AN INTERNATIONAL CULTURE OF FEAR:
THE AIDS PANDEMIC
Soon we will have lived a decade with the most challenging
and fearsome pandemic of modern times-the Acquired
Immunodeficiency Syndrome (AIDS). In my opinion, no
other diagnosis evokes such widespread fear of pain and
suffering.

A great variety of problems are emerging as virtually
every country must deal with the sweep of the virus
through its population. Nations must respond to its
onslaught, not only with scientific enquiry, protection for
the people and treatment of the sick, but with adequate
socio-cultural responses. As time passes we are witnessing
an international culture of fear-fear for potentially
infected newborns, for unprotected children and for
ourselves.

The impact of AIDS has been similar in both the USA
and Canada (allowing for variations in ethnic, geographic
and sociological factors). The annual US Federal AIDS
spending has increased from $207 million in 1985 through
$899 million in 1987 to the current allocation of $2.2 billion.'
The world of science perseveres in looking for ways of
preventing and curing this fatal disease with really little
success.

An important question regarding AIDS is: Should
everyone be tested for the disease or should only those at
risk for contracting AIDS be tested? For the latter it
seems pointless. With no cure for the disease, why bother
to get tested unless one is losing weight and becoming
progressively ill. Physicians for the most part believe that
those at risk should be tested so that they could benefit
from counselling in managing their disease.? And yet a
recent study- showed that in some cases it may take three
years for the AIDS infection to show on a blood test.

A recent poll of the health concerns of 3583 Americans
of 18 years or above, indicate that cancer was the first,
AIDS the second and heart disease the third in priority. 1

Concern over the protection of civil liberties of infected
individuals is waning in favour of public protection. For
example, nearly four-fifths of respondents said that the
sexual partners of infected individuals should be traced
and reported to public health authorities.

Of the million and a half or so people in the United
States thought to be infected with the AIDS virus only
20% to 30% are believed to have been tested. On 12 July
1989 North American newspapers, television and radio
declared that the death toll from AIDS in America had
surpassed that in Vietnam; some 58014 have so far died
of the disease. The record showed 99 936 AIDS cases with
the Centers for Disease Control on 30 June 1989. Projec-
tions for 1992 indicate that 365 000 individuals will be
stricken. In New York city itself, there are 7000 AIDS

patients. Health officials believe that there are about
200000 infected people living in the city and 360 000 who
are seropositive.'

The Fifth International Conference on AIDS was held
in Montreal, Canada on 5 June 1989-the largest held
anywhere in recent memory. Worldwide evidence
suggested that the epidemic was shifting sharply from
practising homosexuals to intravenous drug users, and
their sexual partners and children. This may parallel the
rapid spread of illicit drug usage in many countries. Early
reports also suggested that vaccination might be feasible. 4

Fear of punitive action and the inevitable confrontation
with reality leads to a reluctance on the part of many
people to be tested. With no cure existing what is the point
of taking the test? And what about laws to protect the
infected? And laws to contain the spread of disease? The
American Medical Association and advocates of National
Gay Rights recently published fifty-State surveys showing
that there were wide variations between individual State
laws and their enforcement. Most medical experts believe
that so long as people fear the test many victims will wait
until they are very ill before seeking medical care.
Clearly, the decision to be tested is, at present, a step too
complex to handle for those most at risk. For the intra-
venous drug abuser who defies death daily, getting sick
really means the pangs of drug withdrawal. It is much
easier to dismiss the risk of AIDS and defer it to the two
to ten years it takes to become ill.'

The case> for wider use of HIV (Human Immuno-
deficiency Virus) testing continues to be promoted by the
Presidential Commission on the HIV epidemic.s which
recommends that 'people who fall into any of the high-risk
categories should seek testing and counselling services
from their physician or public health agency, regardless of
the presence or absence of symptoms'. The Canadian
National Advisory Committee on AIDS has also recom-
mended voluntary HIV testing in persons whose histories
put them at risk.?

Three patterns of HIV -1 infection have now been
defined." In pattern 1, prolific replication of the virus is
seen within three to six weeks after exposure. In pattern
2, which is very rare, a prolonged seropositive state occurs
which is followed by loss of antiviral antibodies. In the
recently recognized pattern 3, there is prolonged infection
without the formation of antiviral antibodies.f This leaves
unanswered the very important question whether pattern
3 infection can be transmitted through sexual contact or
blood transfusion. .

In a historical context, the problem of AIDS is in its
infancy. One need only recall the story of the smallpox
virus. Discovered by Edward Jenner in the late seventeen
hundreds, it took two hundred and two years for mankind
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to finally rid the world of this scourge. It will take the same
motivation of all countries working together to rid our-
selves of this modern plague.
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YVAN1. DASDORESSILVA

ON THEDOMESTICscene, apart from our failure in the Test
series against Australia to hit the ball or the stumps, the
environment has provoked the most lively discussion. A
leak from an oil pipeline under the Mersey has caused
immense damage to fauna and flora in the estuary. The
slick was first reported by a member of the public: the oil
company ('You can be sure of Shell') then noticed that its
pressure gauges were reading low, and turned off a few
taps. Misplaced faith in technology, culpable ineptitude,
or both?

One of Nicholas Ridley's more enlightened acts, before
he was demoted to the back-benches for his insensitive
handling of the 'Poll Tax' issue, was to commission a report
on the economic cost to the environment of pollution. His
successor as Secretary of State for the Environment is
Christopher Patten who has appointed the author of the
report, Dr David Pearce, as his adviser. The report
suggests that pollution should be assessed in terms of its
capital cost in environmental degradation or damage,
using the term capital in its broadest sense to include not
only resources such as coal and oil, but also the ozone
layer, the biological diversity of the Earth, and the ability
of the seas to absorb toxic waste without ecological dam-
age. The proposal is that polluters would be taxed and
financially penalized according to the type and degree of
pollution, and that each generation should hand on to its
successor an environment less polluted, or at any rate not
more polluted, than that it inherited. Though simple in
principle, the idea may prove difficult to implement or
unfair in its application. How does one cost the effect of
agricultural insecticides on the butterfly population, or of
acid rain on the trees of a neighbouring country? In any
case, the tax or financial penalty would have to be heavy
enough to make it more profitable to cease polluting than
to continue it. Perhaps positive financial incentives would

help; certainly the price-cut on lead-free petrol was
remarkably successful in increasing its consumption.

ONCE AGAIN our transport system has produced an
avoidable disaster. In the early hours of20 August a large
dredger ran down a brightly lit pleasure boat on the
Thames, with the loss of 51 lives. Apparently, there was
no look-out in the bows of the dredger, and the field of
vision from the wheelhouse does not include the stretch
of water immediately in front of the ship. A heated argu-
ment is continuing on the exact interpretation of the rules
of navigation for passing under the Thames bridges. It is
extraordinary that there should be uncertainty on such an
important matter.

MICROWAVEOVENSare to be the subject of a survey which
will assess their ability to cook food properly. Teresa
Gorman, Conservative MP for Billericay, believes the
survey should be abandoned on the grounds that 'Bugs in
food are essential so that we can build up natural immunity
to them't-e-a future Minister of Health?

IN BRITAINduring the holiday season there is little political
activity, but we watch anxiously the uncertain progress of
Poland towards democracy. Can the Solidarity Govern-
ment turn the economy round quickly enough to avoid
social disintegration and anarchy? What can the West do
to help, without adding to the Poles' already enormous
debt, and without appearing to interfere in the affairs of a
country still intimately linked, emotionally, economi-
cally, and strategically, to the USSR? Equally worrying is
the 'lid off' effect of glasnost on the Baltic Republics of


