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2008 International AIDS Conference

Satellite Summit on Poverty, Homelessness and HIV/AIDS 

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well being of him [or her] self and of his [or her] family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his [or her] control.

· Article 25, The Universal Declaration of Human Rights

In conjunction with the XVII International AIDS Conference (IAC) in Mexico City this August 2008, the USA-based National AIDS Housing Coalition (NAHC), Housing Works, Inc., the Ontario HIV Treatment Network (OHTN) in Canada, and the San Francisco AIDS Foundation (SFAF)  have formed an international committee to convene a two-hour “International Summit on Poverty, Homelessness and HIV/AIDS.”  This IAC satellite event will provide an unprecedented forum to exchange knowledge and experience regarding housing and other social determinants of health, and develop global advocacy strategies to address poverty and homelessness as barriers in the fight to end the global AIDS pandemic. Summit participants will work together to develop and present to the IAC a declaration demanding adequate housing as a fundamental human right and an essential element of effective HIV prevention and health care. Going forward, the Summit organizing committee and consensus statement will be valuable educational and organizing vehicles for PLWHA and their allies to build the international, national and local political will to develop culturally appropriate housing resources as a key part of HIV prevention and care strategies.

Background

Adequate and secure housing has long been recognized as a basic human right,
 and housing conditions and quality are increasing acknowledged to be “strong determinants” of health.
  Indeed, growing empirical evidence shows that the socioeconomic circumstances of individuals and groups are equally or even more important to health status than medical care and personal health behaviors.
  In the case of HIV/AIDS, the link between poverty and disparities in HIV risk and health outcomes is well established, and new research findings demonstrate the direct relationship between inadequate housing and greater risk of HIV infection, poor health outcomes and early death.
  

In 2001, the United Nations General Assembly adopted a Declaration on Cities and Other Human Settlements in the New Millennium, which resolves to “intensify efforts at the international and national levels against HIV/AIDS and in particular to formulate and implement appropriate policies and actions to address the impact of HIV/AIDS on human settlements.”
 The Declaration specifically recognizes “the relevance and role of housing and shelter, or the living environments, in the prevention, care and treatment of HIV/AIDS,” and acknowledges the problem of accessing financial resources for housing by people living with HIV/AIDS, as well as the need for shelter solutions for accommodating PLWHAS – especially orphans and the terminally ill.
  As the Executive Director of the United Nations Centre for Human Settlements (Habitat) explained, one characteristic of poor people who are most vulnerable to HIV/AIDS infection is inadequate shelter.  Poor living conditions, including overcrowding and in extreme cases, homelessness, undermine safety, privacy and efforts to promote self-respect, human dignity and the attendant responsible sexual behavior. Young girls living in overcrowded conditions are most at risk, and quite a number have been subjected to incest, rape and associated HIV infection. Lack of water and sanitation increase exposure to opportunistic and secondary infections and pose challenges to home based care. 
 
Recent research findings provide compelling new evidence of the significance of adequate housing to successful HIV prevention and care. In March 2008, the US-based National AIDS Housing Coalition convened the Third National Housing and HIV/AIDS Research Summit, organized in collaboration with the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health.  NAHC research summits in 2005, 2006 and 2008 have provided an important forum for presenting the rapidly growing body of research on the relationship between housing and HIV prevention and care.  Research presented at the Summit meetings shows that homelessness and unstable housing are linked to greater HIV risk, inadequate care, poor health outcomes, and early death among vulnerable persons.  Indeed, housing status is a stronger predictor of health status and HIV risk behaviors than individual characteristics or service use variables.
 In Canada, the Housing Solutions and the Positive Spaces Healthy Places studies clearly demonstrate the negative impact of unstable housing on both the physical and mental health of people living with HIV – particularly Aboriginal PLWHAs. 

Lack of stable housing directly impacts the ability of extremely low income persons to reduce HIV risk behaviors. Homeless and unstably housed persons are two to six times more likely to use hard drugs, share needles or exchange sex than similar persons with stable housing.  PLWHAs who lack stable housing are less likely to receive appropriate health care, more likely to have a detectible viral load, and experience higher rates of opportunistic infections, HCV and early death than their domiciled counterparts.  They are more likely to delay entry into care, are less likely to receive antiretroviral medications, and face significant barriers to their ability to adhere to medication regimens without safe shelter, proper nutrition, potable water, access to refrigeration or a safe place in which to store their medications.  Importantly, however, improved housing status over time is associated with reduced risk behaviors, better access to health care, higher levels of antiretroviral treatment adherence, lower viral loads, and reduced mortality.  Preliminary findings from important new research in the US and Canada also shows reduced use of emergency and inpatient hospitalizations. Significantly, innovative “housing first” or “harm reduction” housing approaches appear to be just as effective in achieving these results as more traditional abstinence-based housing models for persons with chronic mental health and/or substance use issues.”

Opportunity Presented

Despite the evidence demonstrating the direct correlation between adequate housing and effective HIV prevention and care, the lack of adequate housing resources has been largely ignored in conferences and policy discussions at the international, national and local levels.  There is a critical need for international dialogue on poverty, housing and hunger as critical issues in global policy and program responses to the continuing AIDS crisis.  International HIV/AIDS activists, including homeless persons living with HIV/AIDS, urge our colleagues to unite to demand that adequate housing be an integral part of any HIV/AIDS public policy development, and that housing be treated as an urgent matter.

The proposed IAC satellite summit will provide a unique opportunity to engage people living with HIV/AIDS, investigators, allies and activists in the struggle against HIV/AIDS from around the world in an aggressive, multi-model campaign to highlight housing as an HIV prevention and care intervention.  This interactive, collaborative event will build on participants’ experiences and expertise, unite international perspectives and highlight adequate housing as a primary element in HIV/AIDS care and treatment. 

Developing a Global Strategy

The international satellite planning committee currently includes representatives from Thailand, China, Kenya, South Africa, the U.S. and Canada.  Through an intense campaign and consultation via the internet, our goal within the next six months is to reach AIDS activists, leaders, investigators, key actors and decision makers in the HIV/AIDS global community to open a dialogue to discuss common themes in relation to poverty, the lack of access to housing and HIV/AIDS around the world.  Through a series of conferences and/or meetings with our global colleagues, we will work together to develop a common vision and global strategies to promote the recognition of adequate housing as a first line defense in the fight against HIV/AIDS.  In this collaborative effort and joined by participants, delegates and the general community from around the world, our aim is to link global themes, strategically plan how to overcome  the current global obstacles, and create dialogue on how to resolve the dual crises of HIV/AIDS and homelessness.

For more information or to get involved in this global dialogue contact Christine Campbell, at  campbell@housingworks.org or 202-408-0305.
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