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HIV Transmission Spikes Upward 

Alarming trend in young, Black and Latino demos

In August, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) released new statistics on HIV infections from 2006 to 2009, revealing alarming trends for gay and bi-sexual men, particularly among African-Americans, Latinos and young males, age 13-29.  After years of consistently decreasing transmission rates, cases of infection have spiked dramatically in these particular demographics.

Overall statistics have remained relatively stable with new infections occurring at a rate of approximately 50,000 per year.  Men who have sex with men (MSM) continue to account for the greatest number of new infections.  While gay and bi-sexual men make up approximately 2% of the U.S. population, they accounted for 61% of new infections in 2009 (29,300), the most recent year of the study.  Of that group, those who are under the age of 30 represented 44% of that group (12,900) and 25% of the year’s total number of diagnosed cases.
A breakdown of those figures by race reveals that African-Americans are disproportionately affected by HIV.  While the general rate of infection among all Americans may have stabilized, infections among young, black gay and bi-sexual men increased 48% from 2006 to 2009, from 4,400 to 6,500.

Hispanics are also contracting HIV at rates higher than the norm.   The CDC estimates Hispanics represent 16% of the American population but accounted for 20% of new HIV infections in 2009.  That rate is three times as high as that of whites, while the rate of infection among African-Americans is almost eight times that of whites.  Black women are contracting HIV at rates 15 times that of white women.

While CDC officials expressed confusion over the high rates among minorities, those in closer proximity to those communities most affected are not as surprised.

“These numbers you’re showing me here don’t really surprise me,” says Dr. Louis Alvarez of the Los Angeles Public Health System.  “They actually look quite familiar.  They seem to be proportionately equivalent to all the other numbers I’ve seen, sliced and diced by race.  Compare those to percentage rates of unemployment, incarceration, public assistance—it’s all about the same.”

Nevertheless, there has been an increase in infection rates among those demos.

“Yes, that’s true, and we’ve seen it here first-hand,” admits Alvarez.  “But I think we can attribute that to a couple of things.  One, times are tough for everyone right now.  Imagine how tough they are for people who were in a bad spot to begin with.  And when people are in desperate straits and their self-esteem is low –their hope is gone—they often get more reckless.  We see it…all…the…time.  I’d like to see the CDC break those numbers down by socio-economics.  I think they’d find that there wasn’t much of a spike among affluent blacks, Hispanics and white kids.”  
Alvarez refers us to Charles, a 23-year-old, HIV-positive white male who works part-time at the clinic.  His take on the recent CDC report mirrors that of Dr. Alvarez.
“What’s that saying about water finding its level?  Healthy, educated people with money know similar people, hang out with similar people, f*** similar people.  And they don’t come to the Free Clinic.  People with nothing –or at least, less—are keeping company with their own, too.  And right now, there are more people with less than ever before.  There are people coming in here everyday now that used to have it made.  Who’s buying into the dream these days?  Unhappy people get drunk, get high and make bad decisions.”
Many medical pundits have opined that when the media spotlight on the AIDS epidemic began to dim –particularly when anti-viral cocktails elevated a diagnosis of HIV from automatic death sentence—people started getting careless again.  Images of gaunt and dying celebrities such as Rock Hudson and rock star Freddie Mercury were surely inadvertent, yet effective reminders for the safe practice of sex.  When Lakers basketball star Magic Johnson was diagnosed as HIV-positive nearly 20 years ago, a palpable shudder was felt throughout the whole spectrum of demographics, gay and straight alike.
“But I tell you what,” says Dr. Louis Alvarez, “I hear it at least ten times a month when I’m counseling kids about safe sex and HIV.  They say, ‘Doc, if I catch it, I’ll just take those vitamins Magic Johnson’s got.  He’s fine.’  So the once-upon-a-time poster boy, superstar for safe sex is now the guy that young men use to justify their foolish risks.  I wish Magic would talk about it more these days.”
And as a health practitioner on the front line in the battle against HIV, does Alvarez have any suggestions to turn those spiking numbers around?

“I actually think we have a much higher awareness profile here in L.A. than almost anywhere else, even San Francisco,” he says.  “This is the media capital of the world.  Everywhere you go you see the Susan B. Komen breast cancer campaign, the pink ribbons—it’s great.  But we’ve got a whole generation of young people in this country –25 and under—that didn’t grow up with HIV/AIDS in the news every single day like it used to be.  To them, it’s a treatable disease.  But we have to tell them it’s not, only the symptoms are treatable.”
Meanwhile, socio-economics and media coverage notwithstanding, the CDC hopes to take this new data and use it to bring infections down, especially among the hardest-hit populations.

“With better ways to measure the epidemic, more data about affected populations, and a growing number of prevention tools, CDC has been working to target the best mix of interventions to the hardest hit areas and populations,” the CDC reported in a press release. “New biomedical tools such as pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP) for MSM and heterosexual men and women, along with expanded testing, treatment, and linkage to care, could have an important impact on infection rates, if used strategically and in combination with other proven prevention strategies.”
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