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Foreword

This book is the result of several years of effort. In 1998 UNAIDS funded an
initiative to collect information on research on HIV/AIDS in populations of men having
sex with men (MSM) in the region. That initiative led to a first meeting of researchers
and activists in Lima in 1999. The outcome of this project was a catalogue of research
and a directory of researchers, revealing -surprisingly perhaps- that a significant amount
of studies had been done during the 1990s in different parts of the region. Therefore,
the challenge was -and is- to bring those works together, disseminate them, make
good use of their findings, and engage communities, grassroots activists, and decision
makers in fruitful dialogue. Accordingly, towards the end of 2000, UNAIDS provided
further support for the next stage of the initiative, making it possible to update the
catalogue and leading to the publication of this book.

Currently there are more than 1.8 million adults and children living with HIV in Latin
America and the Caribbean. As we know, there are considerable differences in terms
of propagation of the epidemic and transmission trends both between and within
countries in the region. Having said that, it is, nonetheless, necessary to underline
that unprotected male-to-male sex is a mode of transmission present in every Latin
American country; in fact it is the principal cause of transmission in Mexico, the
Andean region, and other regions and countries. Furthermore, it is clear that HIV
prevalence in MSM is very high: several different urban centres in the region report a
figure of more than 5%. For example, as the 2001 AIDS Epidemic Update (UNAIDS,
December) noted, recent seroprevalence studies conducted in Mexico show that a
little over 14% of MSM are HIV positive.

In short, the data show that male-to-male sexual transmission of HIV remains a core
factor in the spread of the epidemic, particularly bearing in mind the youth of those
newly infected with the virus.

AIDS and men who have sex with men - Technical update, published by UNAIDS in
May 2000, recalls that «Male-to-male sex exists in most societies. It frequently involves
anal sex. Unprotected penetrative anal sex carries a high risk of HIV transmission,



especially for the receptive partner.» However, the document adds, HIV prevention
programmes for men who have sex with men (MSM) are hindered by several obstacles.
For example, denial that sexual behaviour between men takes place; stigmatisation or
criminalization of men who engage in sex with other men; inadequate or unreliable
epidemiological information on HIV transmission through male-to-male sex; the
difficulty of reaching many of the MSM; inadequate or inappropriate health facilities,
including sexually transmitted disease (STD) clinics; lack of interest among donor
agencies in supporting and sustaining prevention programmes among men who engage
in same-sex behaviour; inexistence of programmes addressing male sex workers; and
a lack of focus on the needs of MSM in national AIDS programmes.

The obstacles mentioned are many and varied. Tackling them requires, among other
things, comprehensive and reliable information, as well as adequate and meaningful
analyses. This book is an effort in that direction. It summarizes research that, despite
considerable difficulties, tries to contribute to a more focused and realistic
understanding of what the epidemic entails.

Stigmatisation of sexuality, especially homosexuality, is encouraged by the historical
tendency to reduce its visibility in society, and it helps, in turn, to perpetuate that
invisibility. In connection to this, Awa Coll-Seck, former Director of the Department
of Country Support, UNAIDS, and current Minister of Health of Senegal, has said that
«men who have sex with men are a vulnerable group and the cultural, sociopolitical
and religious factors that lead to the denial of male-to-male sex increase their
vulnerability» (Regional consultation on HIV/AIDS prevention, care and support
programmes in Latin America and the Caribbean for men who have sex with men,
UNAIDS, 1999).

Overcoming the vulnerability factor of social invisibility is a need that must be pursued
simultaneously on the individual, social, personal and political levels. As part of that
process, another way of encouraging discussion of issues regarded as taboo is to include
them in the legitimate agenda for research, production, and socialization of knowledge.
The fact that universities, research institutes, and international organizations, in
conjunction with communities, encourage research on gay and other MSM is an
important step against the invisibility and, therefore, the vulnerability of this
population group.

The epidemic continues to spread and responses to it need increasingly to be robust
and comprehensive. At UNAIDS our aim is to support initiatives that assume such
commitment, and the recently formed Task Force on MSM and HIV/AIDS in Latin
America and the Caribbean is an example of this.



More than 20 years have passed since the outbreak of the epidemic. If there is one
thing we have learned it is that the only way to act effectively against the propagation
of the virus and to improve the quality of life of people living with HIV/AIDS is to
adopt a more realistic perspective in our work, so that population groups and
communities where the epidemic resides are targeted within a framework of absolute
respect for their rights. We hope that this book can contribute to this shared
undertaking.

Dr. Pedro Chequer
UNAIDS
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