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   It’s hard to believe that 27 years have passed since the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) was first alerted to an unnamed disease that was killing predominantly gay men in New York and San Francisco. 
   The disease was lowering their immune systems so severely that “opportunistic diseases” were taking advantage of this weakened state and killing them. Typically, the cause of death was pneumonia. 
   By 1984, the virus causing the disease was isolated and named the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV). Persons infected with the virus at that time typically went on to develop Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). 
   Around 1986, the first effective retroviral medications were approved, and while they did not cure the HIV virus, they did lower the amount of virus in the blood system allowing the carrier’s immune system to maintain some effectiveness. 
   Over the years, researchers have worked diligently to find a cure for the HIV virus. Although a cure continues to avoid discovery, the researchers work has not been in vein. 
   Today there are over 30 medications available to fight the disease. Currently, the medications can be divided into five classes based on their mechanism, and there are new classes of medications currently under trial. The medications work by integrating into the infected person’s white blood cells where they interrupt the manufacturing of new HIV cells. It is within these white blood cells that the HIV virus “hides” and reproduces, making HIV so elusive. 
   Unfortunately, many of the HIV drugs come with severe side effects which may vary from one patient to another. Selecting the right treatment regimen is an important process for patients and their providers. 
   It has been through the research and development of new treatments that HIV/AIDS is no longer stigmatized as a death sentence. Today, it should be seen as a chronic manageable long term disease. 
   Much like many other chronic manageable long term diseases, such as diabetes or heart disease, longevity depends on the patient’s willingness and ability to comply with regular medical check ups and adherence to life-long drug regimes. 
   This year, in honor of World AIDS Day, the Charlotte County Health Department (CCHD) through its Office of Disease Control and Prevention has taken a proactive stance against HIV/AIDS. 
   CCHD has partnered with the Edison State College RN program, the Charlotte County School Board LPN program and the Darkwood Center to bring a free HIV/AIDS Awareness[image: image2.png]
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 to Punta Gorda. 
   The Darkwood Center is Charlotte County’s newly opened arts center which features hand crafted stringed instruments made and repaired on the property by Master Luthier R.J. Malloy. In addition, the center houses Sandy Pond’s pottery studio, a fully equipped recording studio, a concert[image: image4.png]


 hall, private booths for music lessons of all kinds, hand crafted jewelry, a music store and an art gallery featuring work from several local artists. 
   When asked about the upcoming HIV/AIDS Awareness[image: image5.png]
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, managing partner Paul Cottrell said, “This is a great way to kick off The Darkwood Center as a community resource. We hope to host many more events like this one.” 
   The event will take place on Saturday December 13, from 2 p.m.-6 p.m. The Darkwood Center is located at 205 King Street, Punta Gorda (immediately south of the Ice House restaurant on 41 North). The concert[image: image7.png]


 will feature local progressive rock band, “Selvent” and the alternative rock band, “A Work In Progress” who will be supported by “Shayne’s Gang” and “The Wheezing Geezers” band. 
   The program will also feature guest speakers from around the area. Peer educators from the Edison State College RN program and the Charlotte Technical Center Dual Enrollment Practical Nursing Program will be passing out information and answering questions and concerns about HIV/AIDS. Throughout the program, free incentives will be handed out to the audience. Free Confidential HIV testing will be available by Florida Department of Health trained counselors from CCHD. They will be using an oral test (no needles) method which is as reliable as a blood test. 
   Refreshments will be available through support from The Haven Drop In Center. This is a great opportunity to come and enjoy a free concert[image: image8.png]


, find out more about HIV/AIDS, and take advantage of the free confidential testing. 
   Eric E. Stockley is a Health Educator Consultant for Florida Department of Health, Charlotte County Health Department, located at 514 E. Grace St. Punta Gorda. Call 941-639-1181 for more info. 


