Statement by Dr. Gepke Hingst

representing the UN
on the occasion of World Aids Day

1st December 2008 at Pema Gatshel

Your Excellency Lyonpo Zangley Dukpa, Minister of Health, Hon’ble Dasho Dzongda, Goling Tshering, distinguished officials from the dzongkhag and the monastic bodies, Ladies and Gentlemen, boys and girls.

On behalf of the whole UN, it gives me great pleasure to participate in Pemgatshel in the celebrations of world AIDS Day – a day that we worldwide take stock of our actions in the fight against this disease which is claiming thousands of lives each year. 

At the outset, I would like to congratulate the Royal Government of Bhutan, especially the Ministry of Health for organizing events such as this each year in different parts of the country to create public awareness on the prevention and care of HIV/AIDS. Events such as this create awareness on the prevention, treatment, care and support services for HIV/AIDS.
The Global AIDS epidemic today 
􀂃 An estimated 33 million people were living with HIV in 2007, with 2.7 million new HIV infections and 2 million AIDS-related deaths last year. 

Asia

In Asia, an estimated 5 million people were living with HIV in 2007.  The number of new infections and people who died from AIDS-related illnesses was more or less equal in 2007 — 380 000 and 380 000, respectively.

Cases of HIV/AIDS could hit 10 million in Asia by 2010 - doubling the current estimate - unless nations take stronger steps to control the disease, experts warned on Friday 28/11/2008. Meanwhile there could be 500,000 new cases each year as infection rates rise among men. 

Bhutan

In Bhutan, around 144 -150 people living with HIV are registered.  The number of new infections in 2008 was 19 new cases. 
The epidemic in Bhutan touches all the dzongkhags, not only the more populated areas like Thimphu and Phuntsholing, no even Pemagatshel is affected. It affects people from all walks of life, farmers, civil servants, truckdrivers, house wives.

A closer look at these figures show us that 30 of the people living with HIV in Bhutan are youngsters between 15-24 yrs of age; of these 25 (85%) are girls. The youth are the ones most at risk for the infection, the girls first before the twenty and the boys catch up afterwards. These youngsters are your children, the children you fed, sent off to school; you invested in them. 

Lastly, about 10% (13) of the 144 total cases are children less than 14 yrs, born with HIV. Their infection was not due to their own behavior. 
The Theme for this year: “Stop AIDS, Keep the Promise” & “Leadership”


The Theme for this year’s World Aids Day “Stop AIDS, Keep the Promise” calls for “Leadership”, reminding us that the major threats confronting humankind can only be overcome through committed and sustained leadership, community engagement and the involvement of people living with HIV. It calls for Leadership at all levels, national, dzongkhag, geog, village level and in the family. 
Bhutan has been fortunate under the noble and compassionate leadership of the Monarchs.  The Royal Decree on HIV/AIDS issued by His Majesty the 4th Druk Gyalpa, Jigme Singye Wangchuck in 2004 and the tireless commitment from The Royal Queen Mother Ashi Sangay Choden Wangchuck’s advocacy campaigns in reaching the remotest part of the country, demonstrate dedicated priority in HIV/AIDS prevention efforts, from the highest level. His Excellency Lyonpo Zangley Dukpa, Minister of Health, present here today himself, endorsed the National AIDS Strategy as one of his first action, when in office.
We have to make every effort to sustain the leadership at every level.  We must build on what we have started and we have to strive to maintain the momentum, like here in Pemagatshel, where the Dzongdag is committed, the MSTF is active and the Dasho’s Aum is tireless covering all the geogs to raise awareness about HIV/AIDS.

The UN system in Bhutan focuses on HIV prevention with special emphasis on women and young people.  Though young people account for more than half of new HIV infections, they still lack accurate information to make an informed choice on how to protect themselves.  More needs to be done to reach out to the youths as partners and leaders in prevention.

Today, on Worlds Aids Day, the United Nations system in Bhutan would like to re-affirm our commitment to continue our collaboration with the Royal Government of Bhutan and the Bhutanese people for intensified action to achieve access to prevention, treatment, care and support by 2010, as agreed by world leaders.  
Concluding I would like to quote one sentence from  the UN Secretary General’s, Ban Ki-moon speech to  mark the day: “Aids will not go away any time soon.”

With the continued strong commitment of the Government, I am confident that we can turn the tide against AIDS through targeted interventions in strengthening leadership within the communities.  Especially in Bhutan, we can KEEP the Promise and STOP AIDS, with leadership and engagement at all levels.
Tashi Delek
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