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Author Greg Behrman asserts that the greatest dangers to the future of global security and financial markets are not only terrorism and war, but also AIDS. For too long AIDS has been treated as a humanitarian issue, but after 25 million deaths worldwide, the time has come to address it with the scrutiny and intensity of a significant international threat. 

Dr. Carol Vlassoff of PAHO will provide additional perspective on current policy, and analysis of what the future holds for the Americas. 

EVENT REVIEW
By John McCoy
Intern, The Africa Society 

On July 1, 2004, the World Affairs Council of DC presented “The Global AIDS Pandemic: Understanding the Threat.” Examining the security threats HIV/AIDS poses to the United States and the global community, the forum’s discussion was led by Greg Behrman, author of “The Invisible People: How the U.S. Slept Through the Global Pandemic, The Greatest Humanitarian Catastrophe of Our Time,” and Dr. Carol Vlassoff, Chief of the HIV/AIDS Unit of the Pan American Health Organization. 

After a brief opening remark from Katherine Wilkens, President of the World Affairs Council of Washington, DC, Behrman offered an analysis of his book, and outlined seven primary security dimensions of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. 

Citing that 1/4 of the world’s democracies exist in Africa, the first security dimension Behrman addressed was the reversal in positive democratization trends. An AIDS economy, a society where a sizable portion of the population is inflicted with AIDS (30% infection rates in some Southern African countries), suffocates “the foundation in which democracy exist in Africa,” commented Behrman. The lack of productivity in such an economy, where the ill are unable to effectively contribute, and those who are not inflicted primarily care for the ill, allows for autocrats or warlords to fill the void of democracy’s absence. 

In the absence of continued steps towards democratization, Behrman listed the precipitation of conflict as the second security dimension the HIV/AIDS pandemic poses for the United States. Highlighting that the United States imports a sizable amount of oil from Africa, up to 12% from West Africa alone, Behrman noted the pandemic’s saturation among African militaries means African forces are unable to effectively manage their own conflicts, and hence unable to protect US interests in Africa. In the face of estimates of 50% infection rates among African militaries, Behrman asserts that the United States would be compelled to send in its own peacekeeping forces due to the pandemic’s destabilizing effects on African militaries. 

The lack of democratic order, and the prevalence of lawlessness, framed Behrman’s third comment on the security dimensions of the AIDS pandemic: the creation for the conditions of a breeding ground and harbor for terrorism. Drawing from international political knowledge of the relationship between weak and strong states, Behrman commented that weak states; such as states where AIDS has stripped the foundations of democracy, civil society and law and order; are the greatest security threat to the United States. It is within these states, Behrman commented, that terrorists are able to find refuge and inflame Muslim fundamentalism, leaving the United States increasingly vulnerable to terrorism. 

Behrman's fourth security dimension featured Russia, a past Cold War super power amidst democratic transition, and the location of the fastest growing rate of HIV/AIDS infection in the world. With a rapidly declining population, Behrman described Russia as a “demographic wasteland,” noting that the country’s escalating corruption amongst the pressures of its democratic transition is not assisted by Russia’s growing HIV/AIDS rate. As a result of both factors, Behrman asserts that Russia’s remaining store of Cold War weapons are vulnerable and that attempts to safe guard the remaining Cold War artillery from terrorists is a security priority. 

Fifth, Behrman commented that India and its increasing importance as the world’s largest democracy, could soon resemble, if not surpass, AIDS ravaged Africa. With large markets of prostitution, and large sectors of mobile workers, the estimated infection rate currently stands at 4.5million, and is believed to reach 25million by 2010. Aware of the destabilizing force the AIDS pandemic poses for democracies, India is vulnerable to increased conflicts internally and with its neighbors, and would pose a threat to United States and the world’s security and interest in the region. 

Behrman asserts as the sixth security dimension of the AIDS pandemic that the United States, as the leading world super power, must assert its moral authority, lead by example, and rally other countries to effectively join in the fight against AIDS; spending less time on the argument of power, and more time on the power of argument. Likewise, Behrman notes that the seventh and final security dimension is the opportunity for the United States to lead in the challenge of rebuilding infrastructure and communities. Amongst the various global threats that exist, Behrman comments that a global focus on the AIDS pandemic, led by the US, will provide the opportunity for additional multilateral remedies for the environment, terrorism, and other global concerns. 

Following discussion on the security dimensions of the AIDS pandemic, Behrman also outlined the composition of what a long term strategic plan against AIDS should involve:
1. A global approach in which the USA does not spearhead the fight against AIDS alone, and in which fragmentation between nations does not exist due to shared goals, budgets and timelines;
2. Building sustainable health care infrastructures;
3. Stronger commitment placed on finding an AIDS vaccine;
4. A greater degree of Presidential and cabinet focus and concern for the AIDS pandemic’s destabilizing effects; and
5. Government leadership. 

Dr. Carol Vlassoff, Chief of the HIV/AIDS Unit of the Pan American Health Organization, led the forum following the conclusion of Behrman’s analysis. Dr. Vlassoff’s opening remarks briefly outlined the AIDS pandemic’s social-political history, commenting that in the beginning AIDS thrived due to lack of knowledge, and later due to the ignorance of nations and individuals “closing their eyes” to the problem and the discriminatory stigma that HIV/AIDS effects only certain groups. In fact, Dr. Vlassoff immediately pointed out that infections rates above 1% mean that HIV/AIDS within a society is not specific to a general group, but open to the whole population. In the face of rising infection rates, Dr. Vlassoff noted that international agencies attempted to battle the growing pandemic by placing offices in countries with high infection rates; however, these attempts became moral failures as the agencies were not integrated into local societies and cultures and ultimately did not change the predicament. 

Eventually, Dr. Vlassoff commented, that countries like Brazil started to take leadership with HIV/AIDS treatment, making generic drugs, providing care for citizens infected and their families, and ultimately reducing failures and infection rates. The moral authority exercised by those already infected also contributed to the cause by placing pressure on pharmaceutical agencies. Eventually, Dr. Vlassoff highlighted, international organizations and pharmaceutical agencies did start to work together, making funds available to needy countries through the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, TB and Malaria. 

Lastly, Dr. Vlassoff, outlined her perception of the growing role of World Health Organization and Pan American Health Organization in assisting in the combat of the AIDS pandemic as the following:
1. Assisting countries in maintaining and improving, “scaling up,” their health system;
2. To provide continual training to individuals, particularly health care workers;
3. Continue to fight the discriminatory stigma of HIV/AIDS, both the idea that the disease only infects certain groups, and the idea that does who are infected are domed;
4. Assist in assuring the effective facilitation of President Bush’s 15 billion dollar AIDS initiative. 

Following questions and answers, Katherine Wilkens, World Affairs Council President, thanked both Dr. Greg Behrman and Dr. Carol Vlassoff for their insight before adjourning the forum. 

