WABA - UNICEF Colloquium on HIV and Infant Feeding:

Arjan De Wagt - Objectives of the Meeting

Background for this Meeting:

PMTCT has been implemented since 1998.  This has led to an often polarized debate between HIV and infant feeding groups, which was often not a real debate, but instead people shouting at each other.    However, things are changing at this moment.  I think one result of this polarization, is that the debate about the technical issues and principles have taken away some of the attention from what really should be focused on: clear guidance for the HIV positive mothers and for the health workers.  There has been inadequate support for health workers and HIV-positive mothers. 

In the Public Health sector, I believe there is no area that has moved more quickly than PMTCT.  In the last four years, we have learned so much through both research and from experiences in the field. We have been able to see how things are being done, how they could be done, and how they should be done.  These lessons are now being used to review and update actual policies and guidelines.  We have been able to gain a much greater understanding of how the guidelines, which are often very generic, can be applied at the local level.  

In addition, there seems to be an increasing consensus that we can work together, that we can argue together, but we can also move forward together.  People are now talking much more the same language.  For instance the anti-retroviral therapy activists and researchers who in the past said that breastfeeding was destroying all the benefits of anti-retroviral therapy, in their recent publications now state that although that may be true, for many mothers in Africa there is no alternative to breastfeeding.  This was not said two years ago.  We are moving much closer to a consensus about how these things should be done. This is what this meeting is about.  

For the first time, we are bringing together all of the different stakeholders in the area of HIV and Infant Feeding,.  I explained to a colleague few years ago about a dream that I had.  I wanted to put all of the people who were endlessly arguing about HIV and infant feeding on an island with only one refrigerator.  With one fridge, I expected that, even if they sat on different sides of the island, they would need to meet at least a few times a day at the fridge.  I would only pick them up from the island when they had somehow compromised about how they were going to move forward.  When we started to plan this meeting, we debated which island we should go to.  The islands in the Indian Ocean did not have very good airline connections, so we decided to go to Arusha.  

Meeting Objectives:

During this colloquium, we are going to provide a technical basis for consensus building through updates on relevant research and field experiences.  We will start by laying the framework from the ground level: what is going on with research, and what is going on in the field?  Then we will see how much consensus exists.  Is there a large amount of polarization?  We will try to arrive at some principles related to policies and implementation, which we can agree upon and that will help the HIV positive mother.  We will try to identify general agreements for actions.  After this Colloquium, we will inform and advise the WABA Global Forum 2 and other relevant meetings and stakeholders of our conclusions. 

Meeting Agenda:

Next item on the agenda will be “Setting the stage”.  This will include an update on the position of the NGOs, presented by WABA, and a presentation of a draft framework of priority actions by WHO/UNICEF/UNAIDS After that, we have a technical update from Ellen Piwoz, who will delve into the science and the most recent information presented two months ago in Barcelona. Next, we will share with you some of what we have learned over the past four years from field experience, and explore how we can use that information to move ahead.  When we are finished with those presentations, we will move to the group work.  There are opportunities for discussion during the Plenaries, but the real discussion is going to be in the Groupwork.  There is plenty of time for this work.  There is a lot of time to really delve into the nitty gritty and discuss all the issues that you would like to raise.  

In order to formally follow up on this meeting, we have selected a drafting team (a small group of people trying to put a consensus summary together.)  That group consists of Ted Greiner and Pamela Morrison, representing WABA, and Olivia Yambi representing UNICEF, Elisabeth Mason from WHO, Ellen Piwoz from AED/SARA, Dorothy Ngacha from CDC Kenya, Bibi Giyose from Commonwealth Regional Health Community Secretariat, and Nomajoni Ntombela from LINKAGES.  This drafting group will write a very short summary of key recommendations that emerge from the group work.  These recommendations will be presented to the WABA Global Forum 2 on Monday.

Forget the 9 Issues:

We have decided to disregard the 9 issues that were listed in the initial programme. They emerged from our initial brainstorming but were not really discussed much more outside of our little groups.  So, we decided instead to focus on the issues that you want to discuss. 

Thank you.

