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Fighting AIDS Behind Bars

‘The United States has done relatively little to
curtail the AIDS epidemic that rages withiin the

prison system, where the HLLV. infection rates are.

many times as high as in the world outside. Strat-
egies for fighting disease behind bars are betfer de-

~ veloped in Europe, where the World Health Organi-

zation is 10 years into a public discussion project
aimed at slowing the spread of H.LV. and other
deadly infections ir the prison population. The Euro-

peans seeim to have grasped the idea that infections |
_contracted behind bars end up back in the broader .
. society when infected inmates gef out. '

The World Health Organization's most recent
updaté  conselidates . what. the . Europeans . have
learned over the last 10 years and should be re-
quired reading for public heaith and prison officials
in this country. The emerging consensus is thaf pris-
on has become (he perfect environment for the
transmissibi of dangerous diséases like tuberculo-
sig, hepatitis C and AIDS because of crowding, un-

protected sex among inmates and widespread nee:-

dle-sharing for intravenous drug use. L
The rising infection rates ammong addicts in gen-

* eral show clearly that merely declaring sex and

drug use illegal has hbt‘:W(\Jrkéd. The prison systems
that have managed to slow the spread of AIDS, in

‘particular, have employed drug treatiment and
"“harm rediction” strategies — like offering metha-

done maintenance and distributing condoms.
Many naticns, in'cludling'th.e United States, are
hampered in the fight against AIDS by a pervasive

. denial of drig use-and sex behind bars. Politicians

often argie that harm-reduction strategies can

-séem to promote illicit behavior.

~It's ‘understandable that some prison systems
may reject the idea of providing needles to peaple

. who, use drugs behind bars, even though needle ex-
“‘changes have proved to be a cheap and effective

way to slow the spread of disease in the outside
world, But it seems inexcusable that prisons don’t
pursue gther sirategies — like testing inmates and
edicating them about disease — while making con-

_doms readily available to those who want them. |

It's not necessary to condone behavior that

" spreads AIDS. But it is critical to acknowledge that

sich behavior persists in prisons. The aim must be
to slow the spread of disease $0 as few people as pos-

- sible get out with infections that endanger society.



