The 22-year War of the Ribbons Drudges On

This October, the war in Maryland against HIV and AIDS (the disease that it causes), entered

its 23 year of battle. Casualties counted, projections made, the end remains out of sight.
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In October of 1981, the unidentified and mysteriousillness

that was killing gay menin New Y ork and San Francisco appeared
for the first timein Maryland in a Prince George' s County gay
man. He wasthefirst face of more than 40,000 peoplein our state
who would contract HIV over the next 22 years. More than 14,000
have died since.

A second case of AIDS was reported in Baltimore City in
December of 1981— thistime an injection drug user — and the
epidemic had begun. According tothe Maryland AIDS Adminis-
tration report, Maryland’ s First 20,000 AIDS Cases, “The
cumulative number of [AIDS] cases grew rapidly, doubling and
sometimes tripling each year through the 1980’ s, reaching 4,000
casesin 1990.”

Therate of increase slowed in the early 1990’ s, but not
significantly. Maryland added more than 1,000 casesto its books
every year, until reaching the 10,000 mark in 1994. Tragically, on
Friday, November 19th, 1999, Maryland’ s 20,000th case was
reported. Y et despite the seriousness of the illness and the vast
number of individuals affected, AIDS has never received the
public attention and prevention effort that such adeadly epidemic
warrants.

By comparison, Maryland saw 590 deaths resulting from
alcohol-related motor vehicle accidentsin 1999. In response, the
government peppered the airwaves with public service announce-
ments, asit had since the 80’ s, warning about the dangers of
drinking and driving. TV commercials showed a state trooper
giving asobriety test to adrunk driver before locking him in the
back of the cruiser.

That same year nearly 750 people died from AIDS, 1,804
acquired the infection of HIV, and 1,518 progressed from HIV+ to
full-blown AIDS — yet there was no comparabl e public awareness
campaign. Indeed, there has never been alarge-scale, sustained
awareness and prevention campaign to protect citizens from the
disease. Effortsthat once existed have largely waned since the
introduction of better drug therapies and the media s loss of
interest in covering the spread of the disease.

Today, most education and prevention programs are con-
ducted by nonprofits or found in health education classes where,
sadly, some teachers must constantly weigh their job security
against talking about the use of condoms to prevent transmission.
And wereit not for a handful of politicians, such as Mayor Martin
O’'Malley and Delegate Maggie Mclntosh, powerful supporters of
Moveable Feast, the problem could well go ignored by our
government.

The tragic result has been that the HIV and AIDS epidemicin
Baltimore City and the State of Maryland is running out of
control. To make mattersworse, State funding to provide services
to peoplewith HIV/AIDSisbeing cut. Asl writethis, aletter
arrived from the Maryland Department of Human Resources
informing us that our grant to feed people on the Eastern Shoreis
being cut by 10%. While the epidemic grows, funding to combat
it isbeing reduced.

Nonprofits such as Moveable Feast are being stretched to
the limit at atime when the need for our servicesis greater than
ever, servicesthat help people with AIDS and their familieslive
longer, healthier lives. And the outlook for aquick turn around is
bleak. These are tough political and economic times— times that
do not bode well for the sickest and most vulnerable among us.

Instead of leading the war against AIDS, nonprofitsare
instead forced to shift their focus towards maintaining current
levels of service, rather than growing to meet the ever-increasing
need. We must find ways to rise to this ominous challenge, but
without greater support, the challenge might be insurmountable.

Weareall hoping for something miraculous or Herculean: a
cure for theinfection, agold mine s differencein funding in-
creases, or an AIDS activist in the form of amediagiant who will
sound the clarion call for greater awareness and support. Lives
hang in the balance.

So like Washington’ s battered troops during the frigid winter
battles of the Revolutionary War, we will fight our hardest to
prevail until help arrives.



