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Scoring some goals for better health

In a country like Australia, seemingly obsessed with sport, the phrase Millennium Development Goals might appear to have something to do with World Cup South.

But, the MDGs, as they are more commonly known, have much more serious consequences.  The MDGs use a series of objectives, eight in all, which were adopted in 2000 by the World Health Organisation and the United Nations – objectives which governments and so-called Civil Society (non-governmental professional and aid organisations working at international, national and community level) declared they would strive to achieve.

These goals address issues of poverty, hunger, gender equality, environmental matters and health – issues which are all very much inter-related.  As important as these goals obviously are, it appears they are paid only “lip service” by many governments.  Certainly this was the opinion of Dr Kumi Naidoo from South Africa.

Dr Naidoo was speaking in Malta last week at the Commonwealth Peoples Forum in the lead up to CHOGM – The Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting.  Fifty thousand people die every day from preventable causes, he said, a rate which would wipe out the entire population of Malta in eight days.  Dr Naidoo said we have an urgent responsibility to combat poverty, injustice and inequity – all contributing factors to the lack of treatment of disease.  In Australia, as in much of the developed world, heart disease and stroke are the leading causes of death; but in many parts of the developing world, infectious diseases claim more lives.

It is now estimated that tuberculosis is responsible for about two million deaths every year; AIDS and drug resistance have triggered a global resurgence of TB. Malaria kills an African child every 30 seconds; 40% of the world’s population (and quite possibly, soon, parts of Australia) are at risk from malaria, with conventional medicines becoming less effective.

Statistics indicate that worldwide AIDS cases have topped the 40 million mark. HIV infection rates are on the rise and AIDS is now the Number 1 cause of death through out the world.  The subject of HIV/AIDS management was the theme of a special symposium at the Peoples Forum conducted by organisations representing Commonwealth dentists, doctors, nurses and pharmacists.

Commonwealth Deputy Secretary General, Winston Cox, opening the symposium, said that action taken within the Commonwealth will determine the outcomes – the success or otherwise – of the global MDGs. A third of the world’s population lives in Commonwealth countries; but this group accounts for more than 60% of the world’s HIVV/AIDS and other infectious diseases. The challenge for 2006 and beyond, he said, is to translate the promises into reality.

This was also the message delivered at the symposium by Dr Alice Welbourn from ICW – the International Community of Women Living with HIV/AIDS. Only one million of the six million people who need treatment for HIV infection have yet been able to access it.  Treatment access is especially difficult for women. Young women are particularly vulnerable, she said.  In sub-Saharan Africa, 76% of the young people with HIV are girls.

Furthermore, women living with HIV/AIDS are stigmatised and face significant discrimination, usually because a lack of understanding of the infection by the community.

World AIDS Day, December 1, should be a focus for us all to gain a greater understanding of AIDS and related medical conditions. Make it your goal this year to learn more about AIDS.  Check out the ICW website www.icw.org or pick up one of the AIDS Fact Cards from your local Self-Care Pharmacy.  Call 1300 369 772 for the nearest location.
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