


effective pattern for introducing and maintaining an STD [sexually transmitted disease] through a network of
sexual relationships."

A black woman in a poor neighborhood, for example, who engages in the lowest levels of risky behavior
is dramatically more likely to acquire a sexually transmitted disease than higher-risk women in communities
with low rates of infection, according to public health experts.

Think of it like this: If you're driving along a stretch of road with the occasional pothole, there's a slight
risk of a bent rim. Driving along a pothole-plagued road raises the risk of a bent rim dramatically. The fact is,
driving a lot along the first road is even safer than driving a little on the second.

We don't think of driving as an inherently dangerous activity. It depends on the road, that's all.

And city health figures show that "potholes" abound on the South and West Sides of Chicago, in large
part because of high rates of poverty and incarceration, which fuel the spread of HIV.

Neighborhoods such as Humboldt Park, North Lawndale, West Englewood, East Garfield Park,
Roseland and Auburn Gresham, where large numbers of ex-convicts return after release, are wrestling with
poverty, unemployment and some of the highest AIDS rates in the city. Studies have found higher HIV rates
among incarcerated people and the family members they leave behind.

"We have seen that social factors like lack of housing, less access to health care, and being in a tough
financial situation also can make people vulnerable to HIV/AIDS," according to the New York-based
Community HIV/AIDS Mobilization Project.

AIDS advocates say it's no accident that people facing severe poverty, discrimination and stigma also
have the highest rates of HIV: Black gay men; black and Latina women; intravenous drug users;
communities with high imprisonment rates; gay men and other men who have sex with men; transgender
women; undocumented immigrants; and people in the Deep South.

In short, who you are, and where you live and, consequently, the sexual partners you choose, matters
when it comes to HIV prevention.

Though it is true that nearly every major character on "Sex and the City" had an STD scare, the most
severe disease any of the four white Manhattan women ever got was chlamydia. When diagnosed,
chlamydia is easily treated and cured with antibiotics.

But the reality of sex in the inner city requires more than medicine. It also demands effective prevention
programs and tools to change the environments that lead to disparities in disease.

It's far removed from the hard-candy gloss and glimmer of its pop-culture counterpart. But it's far more
worthy of our attention.

Johnathon E. Briggs, a former Tribune urban affairs reporter, is director of communications at the AIDS
Foundation of Chicago.

jbriggs@aidschicago.org
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