HIV/AIDS

The silence Is

deafening

n a chilly Saturday moming n

May a small group of South

African trade unionists
representing COSATU, NACTU and
FEDUSA gather for a Jeadership summit at
a Johannesburg hotel The mood around
the caffee and biscuit table is casual, with
nonc of the urgency or fast paced debate
that is often the norm at such gathenings
Inside the conference room, comrades sit
quictly waiting for the proceedings 10
begin.You can hear a pin Jdrop.

Ironically, the silence of those maments
is similar to that which has until very
recently plagued labour’s responsc to the
very issue these commdes are meeting 1o
discuss; a challenge that is likely the
biggest ever to confront the trade union
movement in this country; a pandemic
that could casily decimate it's memberstup
in the next ten years: HIV/AIDS.

The Solidarity Center

Opcening the day’s session is Fisseha Tekie
the head of the South African office of the
American Center for International Labor
Solidarity (ACILS),an offshoot of the
United States Agency for International
Development (USAID) The leadership

“summit has been convened by ACILS as
part of its work to promote and intensify a
trade union response to HIV/AIDS.

Andrea Meeson argues that
while unions wish to address
HIV/AIDS they are not

responding quickly enongh.

Tekte speaks of the alarmung and
rapudly nising statistics of HIV infection
and AIDSrelated llness tn Africa and
parucularly in South Africa "Afnca,; he says,
‘is home to less than 5% of the world's
population but accounts far 50" of HIV
infecnons worldwide; 2.5 midlion people
are dying of AIDS every year on the
continent To date 4,2 milhon South
Africans are snfected with the virus and
there are 1 500 new infections dasly By
the end of the year 2000, 13% of the total
pepulation of this country will be HIV
posutive.

Tekic tells delegates that the
consequences of the pandemic for the
labour movement and the economy in
general are ikely to be catastrophic

‘AIDS will decrease millions of people's
working lives by at least 15 years.A
dimimishing and increasingly ]l labour
force wall lower levels of productivaty,
incrcase the need for replacement labour
due 10 ill-health retirement or death,
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reduce take-home pay and consumer
spending and increase the pressure on an
alrcady sagging public health service’

Tekie rounds up his introduction by
referring to labour's response to the
pandemae as *woefully inadequate’. He
poimnts out that occasional publicity and
condom distribution are no longer
sufficient to fight the epidemic.'Labour
must be in the forefront of the struggle
using the same histonical 1ools of tenacity,
vigour and mulitancy that carried it
through the most difficult years of
apartheid "These sobering svords are met
with an equally sobering response Some
comirades sit pensively, others take
copious notes, others look idly round the
room,The silence is deafening.

HIV/AIDS - a class issue

It takes Mark Heywood, an AIDS activist
from the Treatment Action Campaign to
give them a wake-up call,

He begins with a clulling anatogy:‘AIDS
will do as much to undermine
development on the African continent as
colonialism and slavery did in the 19th
and 20th centuries,'and follows with a
simple but pertinent questions*What is
labour doing about {t**

The question is not an attacking one,
but it does hit the delegates square in the
face. There are murmurcs of
acknowledgement and nodding of heads
around the room Heywood continues: 'HIV
is a treatable virus, There are dreugs on the
market that can help to slow down the
process of illness and to treat
opportunistic infections associated with
AIDS.The prablem for the vast majority of
HIV infected prople is that these drugs are
too expensive, so treatment is not
accessible and they get sick and die much
faster!

It is often sald that IHV/AIDS does not
discriminate on the basis of gender, tice or

class, but affordable teeatment, it would
seem, does In South Africa where poverty
is the dominant feature of the landscape,
HIV is most certainly a class issue.

Rich people infected with the virus can
literally buy extra years of life in the form
of varous teeatment regimens and doug
cocktais available on the market at
exorbitant prices Poor people carrying
the virus are automatically excluded from
treatment because of their position on the
class ladderThe dividing line between rich
and poor in terms of access to treatment is
as stark as that which exists between the
owners and producers of wealth, History
has a frightening way of repeating itself.

Drug company monopoly
Ieywood cites a perverse example of the
monopoly that drug companies have on
the production and pricing of public
health products that treat HIV/ZAIDS.

"The drug Daiflucen is an anti-fungal
medication used in the treatment of AIDS-
related infections, such as thrush. In South
Africa this drug is s0ld to the consumer at
a cost of R58 per dose, while the exact
same drug in Thailand can be bought for a
mere R2,50/

Heywood links the example to the
reality on the ground A 224 car-old man
died recently at Baragwanath Hospital. He
wasn't the victim of a gunshot or stab
wound ar a car accident. His death was,
however, criminal, He presented with
classic AIDS-related symptoms - TB and
cosophigal thrush, I1¢ was treated for the
TR, but Daiflucen for the acute thrush in
his throat was not administered. He died
two days later from basic starvation and
dehydration!

HIV/AIDS is a2 pandemic that is hitting
the working class hardest and people are
dying of an increasingly manageable
discase. This, says Heywood, should create
a sense of urgency within the trade union
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in South Africa, where poverty is a dominant feature of the landscape, HIV 1s most
certainly a class issue

mavement, bath Jocally and internauonally
and chcit more than the hip service
associated with the response thus
far.*Trade unions nced to develop a
political response to the pandemsc ar all
[evels! he adds ‘HIV/AIDS s a trade union
issuc. l'rom the appalling iniquuties around
treatment and the pncing policies of
multinational pharmaceuticals to
prevention campaigns in our communitics
and worhplaces, a trade union response to
this crisn iy long overduce!

Problems to address

He highlights several problems that labour
has not yet adequately addressed in its
plan to tackle the epidemic. These include:
the assumption that AIDS awareness
<guals knowledge, the wendency on the
part of lecadershup in all sectors to ignore
and even dismiss issues of gender
discnmination and a lack of understanding
on the part of mnk-and-file members of
the legal fmmew ork that protects them

from discnminataon an the baws of ther
HIV status "There are sull huge gaps in
impartung knowledge around HIV/AIDS,
says Heywood Many people are anare
that HIV/AIDS exists, but the danger it
poses to thar 11 ¢s 15 often relative to the
conditions under wluch they hive and
work on a daly basts 'A muncworker, for
cxample, wears a helmet swhen he goes
underground because he knows that Ins
daily work 1s life threateming If you speak
to him about the dangers of HIV/AIDS and
the need 10 wear a condom for protection
he may well question how relatne s the
danger of a disease that might Kill him in
ten years ume ‘The example 1s an
important one because 1t highhights the
scnous challenge facing trade unions in
their aticmpts 10 educate members about
HIV/AIDS The assumption that AIDS
awarencss is equal to knowledge and wiall
therefore change sexual practices and
long-held beliefs about gender roles and
responsibilities is a dangerous one
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HIV/AIDS and gender, [or example, are
inextricably linked and gender
discrimination has long been touted as a
tcade union issue. In many sectors and
across federations, reasonably sound and
progressive policy on HIV/AIDS and
gender has been developed but
unfortunately leadership falls short on
implementation.

Women in union structures around the
country regularly complain that even
before policy is adopted it is assumed that
the responsibility for getting programmes
off the ground will be delegated to the
gender desk, Mare lip service indeed!

Warkplace discrimination is also an
increasingly commaon occurrence, and the
silence around this issue is particularly
concerning.

Employment Equity Act
Heywood points out that the Employment
Equity Act (EEA) includes some of the
most protective legal framesworks for HIV
positive workers and those living with
AIDS and yet most union members do not
knaw that the Act protects them from
discriminatson on the basis of HIV
status. He says that reporcts of breaches of
confidentiality and blatant discrimination
are recawved daily at the AIDS Law Project.

One such report came from an
employee of Pick 'n Pay who voluntarily
tested for HIV and was found to be
positive. The doctor passed this
information onto management and the
employee was scon demoted from
working in the bakery to cleaning toilets,
and was cventually dismissed

Similar reports have been received from
people working in the motor and
domestic service sector. Clearly there s
ignornce on the part of both employers
and employees of the basic tencts of the
EEA and the Constltution as they apply o
ITIV/ZAIDS suggests Heywood and this

problem must be addressed by labour as a
matter of urgency In the discussion
following Tckie and Heywood's inputs,
delegates are equally critical of their own
structures and of South African business
and a lively debate ensues.

A COSATU delegate suggests that a
realistic approach to the problems must
be developed taking into account the
limitations of time, skills and
infrastructure. A comrade from IMATU
immediately challenges this view and says
there has been more than enough pussy
footing on the AIDS issue, that many
resources within trade unions are not
exploited and moreover [abour must begin
to develop the expertise rather than
locking to outside people to do
so.Another delegate raiscs the problem of
male chauvinism within the trade union
movement and suggests that wamen nced
to be much more vocal and challenge their
male comrades, particularly those in
leadership positions,

All the delegates agree that a national
iccord on the production and prescription
of drugs for the treatment of HIV/AIDS is
needed and that business should not be
allowced to hold people’s lives to ransom.

The newly formed South African
business council on AIDS, they add, must
link with trade unions so that the
pandemic s viewed and tackled as a
common issuc.Mobilisation and a
co-ordinated plan of action scem to be
accepled by delegates as urgent ncms for
labour's immediate agenda They leave the
summit with a sense of urgency more
fitting of the crisis, but sustaining it will be
the greatest challenge ahead.

Andrea Meeson iy a freelance jorrnalist.
These articles were written as part of the
Mediaworkers’ Project of the Beyond
Atvareness Campalign, Departiment of
Health
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Mandisa Kalako-Wiltiams, senior manager
public atfairs and extemnal relartlons at
Speomnet s a woman with vision, passion
and a budgel to match. She and her team of
reqional co-ordinators in seven regions
around South Afnca are puiting HIV/AIDS in
Ihe forefront of the parastatal's external
relations work and i the process developing
strong partnerships with community-based
organisations and non-governmental
organisations (NGOs) in the AIDS arena
'‘Ours 1s not a Irazzled approach,’ says
Kalako-Wiliams ‘We have a mandale to
safeguard the interests of government And
one of the greatest threats to our ability to
do so 15 the AIDS pandemic I the youth
pensh, gone wilh them will
be the future engineers, chref

Case Study: Spoornet and SATAWU -

International AIDS Conference in Durban
and Kalako-Willams I1s excited about the
partnership.

'‘We believe the Love Train will bring a
great number of young South Africans on
board \he journey to fight HIV/AIDS Ris
an innovative way to reach people,
particularly these in rural communities
who otherwise might not have access to
informatign.’

The cost of running the Love Train
does not by any means sap the entire
budge! for AIDS work afforded to
Kalako-Wilhams® department Close to a
third of the R9-mullion she recerved this
year will be spent on projects related to
the pandemtc

executive officers and ground ||
statf of this company We s
cannot afford to be
complacent and have
recogmsed that although we
are not AIDS experts, we
have the money to ensure [
that sustainable and effective
invhiatives are developed and
supported *

One such inirative I1s a
partnership with l.ove Life in
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the late planning stages s
the refurbishment of four rai
coaches, which will be
hauled, courlesy of Spoornet,
from town 10 town bnnging
awareness and knowledge
about HIV/AIDS and
sexuaity i1ssues in general to
young people Aptly named
Ihe Love Train, lhe coaches
will house a mini conference
centre, a counselling centre
and fully equipped
entertainment faciliies

A promotional launch of
the Love Train proved
poputar at the recent
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Thete 15 a very clear mandate from lop
management that our sfforts must be
focused on this cnsis both externsily and
internally They need ne motivation to
autharise expenditure when it comes to
HIV/AIDS

QOur department does not usually work in
tandem with the human resowces
department, but with regard 1o AIDS we
have acknowledged that team wark IS
essental and this year we hava bydgeted
far internal work that will support |he efforts
of our human resources team to get more
AIDS education out te our workiorce!

Company driven

HIV/AIDS educalian at Spaarnet is
delinitely a company-dnyen process. 7o
date the Squlh Alrican Transport and Allied
Workers Union (SATAWLU), representing
around 20 000 Spoornet workers has
struggled to develop a coharent plan
around AIDS education.

Dolly Miotshwa is gender co-ordinator
wilh the union and is frustrated with the lack
of action to date on HIV/AIDS 'Unyl recently
the union was not doing anyihing 1o
promote HIV/AIDS education among
members The issue was just lying around
it was pushed to the gender dask and we
have agreed to take it on temparanly but we
are not happy about the decisian

Leadership must racognise that
HIV/AIDS [s not a disease Ihat affects only
women. It must be taken serlously as a
trade union Issue, especially because the
majonty of cur members are men and
migranm workers '

SATAWU recently merged with the
Transport and General Alhed Workors
Unlon (TGWU) and now represants about
102 Q00 warkars. Most of thasa are migramnt
waorkers in the rall trucking and shipping
sectors and they are parlicularly vulnerable
to HIV because of the conditions under
which 1hey work.

Miotshwa says maen in SATAWU
ioadership siructuros have failed to

L

understand the crisis and the union has not
developed a strategy, taclics or a budget for
HIVIAIDS work.

Deputy general secretary of SATAWU
Johnson Gumede admits that Miotshwa is
correct In her critecism. ‘At the time of aur
merger with TGWU, SATAWU had no
HIV/AIDS policy and no resources had been
formelly committed to address the problem.
However, tha new secrelanat s trying to
bring the seclors tagelher and within the
next few weeks tha national office bearers
of the union will be presenting a draft plan of
aciion We hope to piggyback on the work
that has already been done by the health
andg salety depaniment at TGWU On
daeveloping pantnerships with Spoomet and
other companies employing SATAWU
members, Gumede s very supparlive.

‘In the casa ol Spoarnal there are lats at
opporturiteas for ca-operation, Although the
HIV/AIDS education work has been largely
company-drivan, there is little chance of
success if we do not work together,
Managemenl needs union support in order
to gel workers to attend rallies and
workshops and we 8s a union need lo ba
involved in planning with management for a
future In which AIDS is a reality within the
campany '

Stigma

Far soma [t seems that reality bas not setin
Gumede Is not aware ol a trend of iliness
within SATAWU, but admits that the stigma
of HIV/AIDS s still very strong and fear and
Ignorance dominates most people's
responses Bongani Nogaga, SATAWU's rail
secretary believes that this stigma Is one of
Tne grealest bamers to progress and change.

'As lar back as 1998, we lded to raise the
probtem of AIDS and at one mesting in
Burban the regional leadership gave &
platiorm to an AIDS educator. Qur members
reacted very negatively and a large number
of them walked out of the mesating, t was a
clear Indicallon of a weakness In our
organisation.
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Nogaga says that despite having a likely
high number of HIV-infected members,
SATAWU has not dealt with HIV/AIDS within
the bargaining council.

“We have been so busy with issues
related to restructuring at Spoomet that HIV/
AIDS has not been on lhe agenda ltis a
reflection of poor co-ordination on our part,
but we are still strugghng with basic labour
relations 1ssues wilhin the bargaining council
and have not had the time to address AIDS
properly’

Although SATAWU may be lagging
behind in its efforts to address HIV/AIDS

there are indications of ight at the end of the
tunnel, At SATAWU's May 2000 congress
the pandemic was definitely on the agenda.
Congress passed a resalution
acknowiedging the high mcidence of HiV/
AIDS across all seclors and calling for action
in cases of discrimination against people
hving with the disease

The paper chase on the platform s a
necessary process In the development of a
strong AIDS policy far the union, but the train
must now leave the station, otherwise It may
well derail in its efforts to match the pace of
the AIDS pandemic

Call the AIDS Action —— e—
Office == | - M=
(011) 4826737 G\~ - L=t
Get free matenals to "‘\ : E' T} 3
suppart your AIDS ‘

projecis A vnde range ol k i

leallels and posters are s

available, and are delivered
ta you vath fourteen days

Wear a red ribbon
Shows you care about
AIDS, and remind
others every day

{| Make a quilt panel

The AIDS Memonal Quilt i1s a living
memonal and allows us to moum, honour
and remember those who have died of

AIDS. Contact (031) 260-1564 lor further
information.

Five things you can do about HIV/AIDS

. A
Call the AIDS Helpline 0800-0123-22
AlDS helpline counsellors can give basic
information, advice, counselling and refer you
to service providers and organisations in your
area Information Is available in a!l South
African languages and the service operates
from 6 00am to 10 00pm seven days a week

Paint a mural
Murals are a colourful reminder of the
importance of AIDS action and prevention
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