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Foreword


As patron of the Australian AIDS Quilt, I recently spoke at a ceremony to mark the unfolding of the Quilt in conjunction with the Gay Games in Sydney.  I chose an upbeat theme.  I told of a recent committee I had chaired in Geneva in a joint enterprise of UNAIDS and the High Commissioner for Human Rights.  The committee agreed to recommend to these two bodies amendment of one of the United Nations Guidelines on HIV/AIDS and Human Rights.  The amendment elaborated and clarified the duty of member states of the United Nations to respect the right to life and the right to health of all people by ensuring that they could have access to the advanced tests and therapies now available to detect and treat HIV, as a medical condition.  Until it is so treated, HIV and AIDS will continue to give rise to discrimination and injustice.

UNAIDS and, on her last day in office, Mary Robinson as High  Commissioner for Human Rights, endorsed the work of the expert group. They adopted the amendment proposed to the UN Guidelines.  As amended the Guidelines afford a means to enhance the efforts to provide to people everywhere the tests and therapies that Australian citizens take for granted.  My address appeared to be pretty well received by an attentive audience, listening before the Quilt unfolding.

But then the process of unfolding the Australian AIDS Quilt began.  I stood in the midst of a vast hall as carefully and reverently the quilts were laid out in their vivid beauty.  Some carried photographs.  Some had treasured mementos woven into the fabric.  Others recorded the loving messages of friends.  I stood there surrounded by all these stories and felt deflated.  I felt that my words had been inappropriate and insufficiently tender for these reminders of so much pain.  All that grief.  All the self-doubt and despair.  Multiply that a million-fold in countries around the world and you have the measure of the impact of HIV/AIDS.  That is the effect the Quilt has on us.

HIV/AIDS is not a "gay disease", although in Australia it largely began as such.  It is not now untreatable, although in most countries it remains so.  It is a medical problem, although everywhere, and sometimes in Australia, it is a social problem of silence and ignorance.  Above all, HIV/AIDS takes a great toll on fellow human beings.  They live with its burden as do their lovers and families and friends.  They are our brothers and sisters and the children whom we remember.


I read the descriptions in these Canberra reflections on living with HIV/AIDS with humility, admiration, uplift, sorrow and respect.  HIV/AIDS is not a statistic.  It is a phenomenon that hurts people.  We should read these stories with an open heart that engages our minds and tongues and hands and pockets to give help. 


One day HIV/AIDS will be a footnote to human history.  When this happens, the living quilts of cloth and words, of pictures and mementos, will tell the human story in which, we must hope, our part will bring credit on us, our country and the world.  Only we can make it so.
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