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REPORT

The aims and objectives of the workshop were to determine “the Strengths and Challenges within the Community of Persons with Disabilities, as it relates to HIV/AIDS”

This was achieved by exploring with participants the issues impacting on the lives of persons with disabilities. The topics discussed were Sexuality, consultation, resources, counseling services, content of HIV/AIDS training, information packages and the way forward.


1.
Factors that increase the vulnerability of persons with disabilities (PWD) to HIV/AIDS

Factors that increase the vulnerability of PWD to contracting HIV/AIDS are essentially the same as those that affect persons without disabilities.  However, the challenges that PWD live with and the way in which services are provided places them at greater risk than that faced by their counter parts.

Sexuality

Participants explored issues of disability and sexuality with members reiterating that PWD experience the same sexual feelings and urges as persons without disabilities.

Abuse

Research has shown that PWD are at the very least, twice as likely to be abused as their non disabled counter-parts, with women with disabilities three times more likely to be raped. A small survey from the US reported that HIV infection among the deaf was twice that of their hearing counterpart. The figures are taken from countries where social care systems are highly developed, it can therefore be concluded that in societies where policies and systems are lacking, the degree of risk to PWD is likely to be much higher.

Access

Some young persons with disabilities are in the school system and receive HIV/AIDS training. However, there are a number of individuals with disabilities that have never been in a learning environment, nor are they included in social or recreational activities. Transportation and an accessible environment are often recognized as barriers.

Isolation

A large number of persons with disabilities are isolated in the home environment or reside in institutional care. The challenges are that PWD cannot independently access the HIV/AIDS information or services that are available to the general population.

Dependency

Dependency on others for personal care, housing and financial support, leave persons with disabilities at greater risk of abuse and HIV/AIDS. In the case of the deaf community, dependency on the use of interpreters, to communicate with professionals on personal medical issues is often a deterrent. With confidentiality an issue in a small community, early intervention and preventative measures should be of concern.

Other challenges are the cost of the interpreter’s services.

Information and Campaigns

Unfortunately, HIV/AIDS information and campaigns are often not tailored to meet the needs of PWD. For example written and poster campaigns do not reach the sight impaired and radio and television debates and commercials are ineffective to the Deaf. There are also challenges because of the level of literacy of some persons with disabilities; there is no specific literature that addresses this challenge.

Negative attitudes

Negative attitudes of certain professionals leave some persons with disabilities and their caregivers reluctant to access services. Professionals often viewed persons with disabilities as asexual and not in need of services. On the other hand some persons are viewed as not in control of their sexual urges and should be avoided. In the case of abuse, reports by  PWD is less likely to be believed.

Lack of self-esteem

The lack of self-esteem and confidence can lead PWD to view attention as friendship and acceptance; lack of confidence and social skills leaves them vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. There is also a lack of inclusive social programmes; this is often where peers share information.


2.
Informing and consulting with PWD on HIV/AIDS

Persons with disabilities are aware that there has been wide consultation/representation by various sectors of the community on HIV/AIDS.  However, PWD have not been party to that consultation. 

3.
Available resources/existing activities.

Participants were unable to identify resources or existing activities that have been designed to meet the needs of persons with disabilities. For example there are no counselors that have the skills needed for effective communication with the deaf community. It was also noted that training courses were not tailored to meet the needs of persons with developmental challenges, nor is information available in Braille.

4.
Identifying and developing suitable training/resource material

In identifying resource material, participants evaluated a “know your status” booklet. 

It was noted that the booklet advocated pre-test and post test counseling.  It also highlighted the importance of understanding the implications of the test results, having support systems in place and assurance that information would be kept confidential. The booklet does not take on board the specific challenges of persons with disabilities, for example the need for an interpreter for effective communication with the deaf and the need to simplify and reinforce information for persons with developmental delay.

5.
Strengths and challenges within the community 

The skills and experiences of persons with disabilities must be utilized to support the development of all information including training and promotional literature that meets the needs of all persons with disabilities. This must include service delivery to persons who are blind, hearing impaired and intellectually challenged.

6.
Way Forward 

It is important that policy makers include persons with disabilities in the design and delivery of HIV/AIDS training, as well as the provision of counseling services. This should include professional development and opportunities for remunerated employment for persons with disabilities as well as caregivers.

Disability awareness training must be an integral part of the development and training of counselors and service providers.

The use of caregivers as interpreters or for communication purposes must be addressed. This practice has serious implications for confidentiality. There is a need for trained counselors who are skilled interpreters.

Parents, caregivers and teachers are the best position to encourage young adults with intellectual challenges to practice safe sex.  In the case of persons with learning challenges this message has to be continually reinforced. 

Training courses and counseling services must be developed to meet the particular needs of all disability groups including young adults with learning challenges.

There is a need to implement assessment procedures that would evaluate both trainers and content of courses for persons with disabilities 

To avoid further stigmatization of persons with disabilities, the subject of Disability and HIV/AIDS must be sensitively addressed.
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