It’s an honor to be invited to talk to you this morning. I’m humbled to be in a place that has helped so, so many people in so many ways for so long.
I was surprised when I got Peter’s call about your plans to note this year’s World AIDS Day, and to invite me to share in them. While I spent almost 20 years working in various ways to confront the AIDS epidemic in the 80s and 90s, it’s been a long time since people have associated me with that early work.
But it’s good to be reminded. Because the reality is that the epidemic is not over and won’t be for a long time. So long as we are unable, or unwilling, to help the people at highest risk – that means sexually-active young people, especially those who are people of color or gay, homeless people, people who use drugs – AIDS will continue to be an epidemic.
Unlike in the 80s and 90s, AIDS is no longer on the front pages. That’s because there are finally medicines and treatments that make it possible to live with HIV. But it’s also because the people who get AIDS in the 21st century are the people that the outside world often wants to forget.
People like those in this room.
I’m proud to say I was a different kind of AIDS activist in my day.
Most AIDS activists in the 80s and 90s dedicated themselves to the fight to get the medical establishment and the government to simply pay attention! – and paying attention meant doing the medical research to come up with better treatments, maybe even a cure. It was thanks to those activists that we now have medicines that make it possible for people to have AIDS but still live a normal life.
But there were other AIDS activists – and I proudly count myself among them – who thought simply demanding medical advances was addressing only part of the problem.
We recognized that the white gay men who were taking the lead in the fight against AIDS were only paying attention to the parts of the story that were relevant to … white gay men.
We recognized that there was more to it than that.
At the time of the first World AIDS Day on December 1, 1988, most of the people with HIV or AIDS in Philadelphia did not look like the white gay demonstrators. The majority of people with HIV were poor people, frequently unable to get any medical care, let alone care for HIV. They were mostly Black and Latino people. They were mostly young people, and while many of them had had gay sex, many of them considered themselves heterosexual, and resisted the messaging targeting homosexual men. The overwhelming number of babies being born with AIDS were the children of Black and Latino mothers. AIDS was rampant among unhoused people and active drug users, both white and Black, both gay and straight.
I’m proud that I was among a small group that recognized that unless these other people getting HIV spoke up for themselves, all the new fancy medications and programs would leave them out.
I could bore you for hours with stories of the fight for people with HIV who weren’t Center City gay men with health insurance and families to support them. While our protests weren’t covered in the media as much as the white gay protestors, we were, in the end, just as effective.
Because we knew that if you were at risk for HIV and were homeless, or were injecting drugs, or were a sex worker, or were a black or Latino gay man – an AIDS response that focused only on gay white men would not work.
Those of us who were dedicated to a system to fight and treat HIV disease that included everyone, fortunately, were able to be heard by the time of that first World AIDS Day in 1988. Thanks to our advocacy, then-Mayor W. Wilson Goode established one of the first departments in the country dedicated just to fighting AIDS, and gave it a budget of $9 million – equal to $17 million dollars today..
That office, which I was proud to lead, developed a comprehensive response to AIDS that was not just about getting people medical treatment, but also about expanding HIV testing throughout the city, not just downtown; helping drug users confront their addictions, and if they weren’t ready for treatment, at least teaching them how to clean a needle or put on a condom. We created specialized mental health and drug counseling and treatment services, home care services, case management, pediatric care. And we built housing for people with HIV, because one of the most important treatments for a person with or at risk of HIV is a simple, stable place to live.
In short, we created an AIDS system designed to help everybody who needed help.
So: the real question you should be asking today is: Why did I bore you with this story?
Well, I told you this story because the crisis we were facing back on December 1st, 1988, is still very much with us on December 15th, 2023. If you are or have been a sex worker in Philadelphia, a needle addict in Kensington, a young gay man having sex with multiple partners, a woman with a man that might himself be doing one of those things – your risk of getting HIV is just the same, is just as high, as what it was in 1988.
Fortunately, there are treatments to keep you healthy today that weren’t around back in the old days. And there are programs like St. John’s, Good Shepherd and McCauley House to help you get and stay well, and care for you if you are sick.
This World AIDS Day on December 1st was the 35th World AIDS Day. We’re in much better shape than we were back in 1988. But the simple message we put out in those days to help people stay healthy is just as relevant today as it was then: Use a condom, Never share a needle. And if you need help, have the courage to ask for it.
Thank you.
