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	Event brings HIV/AIDS awareness to local black community 

By MARION PUTMAN ASSISTANT CHARLOTTE EDITOR 


   Although the 2000 census found that blacks make up 13 percent of the U.S. population, in 2005, they accounted for nearly half of new HIV/AIDS diagnoses, according to the Centers for Disease Prevention and Control. It was that disparity that became the driving force behind initiatives like the National Black HIV/AIDS Awareness Day. 
   The nationwide observance this year falls on Feb. 7. Locally, the Charlotte County Health Department, together with churches, community agencies and leaders in Charlotte County’s black community, is organizing a local Black HIV/AIDS Awareness Day event to be held from 11 a.m. to 1 p.m. Saturday at the Cooper Street Recreation Center, at Cooper and Mary streets in Punta Gorda. All members of the community are invited to attend. 
   The first 50 arrivals for the program will each receive a free gift and there will be HIV/AIDS quizzes with hundreds of prizes after the program. The Rev. James Abercrombia, a longtime HIV/AIDS activist in the black community, will give the opening remarks, followed by the Rev. Louis Anderson Jr., who will give the opening prayer. 
   The program will be presented in English, Spanish and Creole and will include a presentation titled “HIV/AIDS effects on Blacks in Florida” by staff from Charlotte County Health Department and the Community AIDS Network of Sarasota. This will be followed by three short dramatizations written, produced and acted by local black teens. The keynote speaker for the event is Dr. David Klein, who has been an activist for HIV/AIDS education and prevention in Charlotte County for many years. Grace Nurse, executive director of the Cooper Street Recreation Center, will deliver the closing comments. 
   There will not be any HIV or other sexually transmitted disease testing offered at Saturday’s event. However, information will be available about how and where to get tested. 
   “This is the first of what I’d like to see become an annual event,” said Eric Stockley, in strategic management with the Charlotte County Health Department. He said the teens presenting the plays have an excellent grasp of the nuts and bolts of how HIV is transmitted and the issues affecting teens today — especially black teens. 
   Their plays “accurately display the peer pressures felt by teens to engage in behaviors that put them at risk of HIV infection,” Stockley said. 
   He added that it is important to get the community involved, because “change comes from within the community.” 
   Why focus on change? Because infection with HIV, the virus which causes AIDS, is 100 percent preventable. And changing behaviors is the key to stopping the spread of HIV. 
   The disease is transmitted through the exchange of blood and body fluids which can take place through sexual contact and sharing needles during intravenous drug use, according to the CDC. Also, babies born to HIV-infected women may become infected before or during birth or through breastfeeding after birth, although through proper early diagnosis and treatment, pregnant women can now greatly reduce the risk of passing the disease on to their children. 
   Stockley believes the local community can come together to curb the spread of HIV in Charlotte County, before the infection rate here climbs to levels as devastating as those in larger counties like Broward, on Florida’s east coast. 
   “People are a little apprehensive when talking about HIV/AIDS,” Grace Nurse said Thursday. “But it’s a topic we must discuss. Younger and younger people are being infected. We must bring this to the forefront,” she added. 
   Nurse said New Operation Cooper Street has a new Youth Development Leadership program, funded by the Florida Department of Education, which engages about 40 middle and high school youth in topics like this one. 
   Nurse also noted that the senior population is increasingly affected by HIV, as well. And since “HIV/AIDS doesn’t discriminate” — among race, age, socioeconomic status, gender or sexual orientation — she agrees that bringing awareness directly to community members is crucial — just as it is crucial for people to step up and, as the National Black HIV/AIDS Awareness Day initiative implores, to “Get educated. Get tested. Get involved. (And) get treated.” 
   For more information, call the Charlotte County Health Department at 941-639-1181, or go online to www.blackaidsday.org or www.cdc.gov/hiv. 
   You can e-mail Marion Putman at mputman@sun-herald.com. 
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SUN PHOTO BY SARAH COWARD, scoward@sun-herald.com �Crystal Hope “injects” herself Wednesday with an imaginary needle, pumping her veins full of illegal drugs while her boyfriend, portrayed by Javarous McNealy, watches and waits for his cue during rehearsal for their skit in the National Black HIV/AIDS Awareness Day event Saturday. 
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« According to the 2000
census, blacks make up 13
percent of the U.S. population.
But In 2005, blacks accounted
for 49 percent of estimated
new HIV/AIDS diagnoses n
the 33 states with long-term,
confidential HIV reporting.

«1n 2002, HIV was the third
leading cause of death for
blacks between the ages of
25 and 44.

«1n 2002, blacks accounted
for 55 percent of deaths due
to HIV.

«In Florida, 80 percent of
the HIV/AIDS cases In
children are black.

«Of the people under age
25 whose HIV/AIDS diagnosis
was made during 2001 to
2004 In the 33 states with HIV
reporting, 61 percent were
black.

«Of all black men living
with HIV/AIDS, the primary
transmission category was
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+1n 2005, almost two-thirds
of all the women Iiving In
America with AIDS were
black.

« Of all black women living
with HIV/AIDS, the primary
ransmission category was
nigh-risk heterosexual
contact, followed by Injection
drug use.

«Some people with
HIV/AIDS have no symptoms
and don't know they are
nfected. However, they can
spread the disease to others.
Getling tested is the only way
o know If you are Infected.

«HIV Is 100 percent
preventable.

Sources: the Centers for
Disease Control and Preven-
tion, the National Black
HIV/AIDS Awareness Day
organization and the Charlotte
County Health Department.



