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f the first cases of AIDS had struck

the United States Olympic team. the

White House response (o the disease

would have been very diiferent -

quick. sympathetic and openhanded
about spending public money to find out
what was infecting such stalwart exam-
ples of American youth.

That's what the gay community was
saying back (n i981-82 in the Immediate
aftermath of the discovery of this lethal
new disease among homosexual men (n
New York and Caltfornia.

At the time. it was considered an un-
fair judgment. Too little was known
about the disease: how deadly it was or
how big the outbreak would be: how com-
plex the AIDS (acquired immune deficien-
cy syndrome] virus, how costly the treat-
ment, how harrowing the iliness, how dif-
ficuit preventcion.

Major ground already lost

All that I1s known now. And the view
of the gay community - that the AIDS
probiem would not get the attention It de-
served from this administration because
the disease struck the “wrong” group
first — has been vindicated.

Because Reagan and key members of
his administration have played politics
with AIDS, major ground has aiready
been loat in the fight to limit the spread of
this disease.

The most prestiglous sclence organiza-
tions in the nation, the National Acade-
my of Sciences and the Institute of Medi-
cme. admitted last Thursday to betng

"quite honestly {rightened” about the
prospectas for a natlonwide AIDS catastro-
phe.

Though the scientists couched thetr
criticism in polite terms, they firmiy la-
beled Lhe federal government's response

to the AIDS epidemic “woefully Inad-

equate” In terma of public education, sct-
entifically uncoordinated and lacking In
cohesivenesa: they aiso sald the war
against AIDS has been vastly underfund-
ed

With backhanded courtesy, they
urged President Reagan to lake on a
“leadership role,” one he has so far avoid-
ed, though he has occupied the Ovai Of-
fice for the flve years since the AIDS out-
break began during the firat year of his
first term.

Throughout that time. Lhe White
House has saud little about AIDS. Not once
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X . Whtie publicly
calliing for a
major study on
AIDS from the
US Surgeon
General last
February, and
destgnating the
battle against
the disease ‘one
of our highest
priorittes.’
President Rea-
gan. on the
same day, also
submitted bud-
get requests re-
ducing funds
for AIDS re-
search and oth-
er AIDS pro-

Jects.
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has there been a call for major action.
even though the number of those stricken
with the irreversibly lethal form of the
disease has soared to 27.000. with more
than half already dead.

In addition, more than a quarter of a
miiilon Americans have a chronic. debili-
tating and sometimes fatal form of the
discase. As many as 1.5 milllon Amen-
cans are belleved to be Infected.

Far worse is coming soon. The US Pub-
lic Health Service, (n a May report, said
that the next flve years will see the AIDS
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'tases rise tenfold - to 270 000, and
J79000datha

. ' The comprehensive Nauonal Academy ,

.of Sciences report warns that the num-
‘bers may reach far higher. The number of
;those who are silently infected. but who
‘convert to full-blown AIDS, is stilt rising.
‘Up to 50 percent of the 1.5 miilion be-
‘lieved infected may be felled aver five to
.10 vears. possibly as many as 750.000
:ﬁmencans

% There was bitter irony in the presi-
dcnt s only AIDS directive, a call last Feb-
“ruary for “a major report” on AIDS to be
“prepared by US Surgeon General Everett
Koop. While publicly calling for the Koop
report and dwgnalmg AIDS “one of our
highest priorities,” Reagan. on the same
.day, also submitted budget requests re-
.ducing funds for.AIDS research and other
' AIDS projects.

Congress had nearly tripied Reagan's.

885 million request for 1986 AIDS funds
to $244 million. Yet, while asking Koop to
study AIDS, saying “we're going to con-
.tnue to try to develop and test vaccines,
sand we re- going to focus aiso on preven-
tion.” Reagan sought to rescind 350 mil-

dlon from the 19688 AIDS budget. That .

Jmove alone would have stymied the cre-
ation of regional treatmeént centers for
testing experimental drugs - what ex-
‘perts say is the only ray of hope for AIDS
patients. Congress biocked the cutback.

.Congress again intervenes

¢  For fiscal 1987, Reagan asked for only

$214 miilion for AIDS, 8330 million less

than the 1988 appropriation. Agatn Con-

gress intervened. nearly doubling this

AIDS budget to $410 million. '
The only member of Reagan's Cabtnet

to recognize the urgency of AIDS, citing u
way back in 1984 as “the nation’'s num-
ber one heaith priority,” was

for Health and Human Services Margaret
Heckler. A year later, she was replaced by
Dr. Otis Bowen, whose highest priortty 1s
an insurance scheme to cover catastroph-
le nursing home bills and other Medicare
costs.

Reagan has only spoken out two other
times on AIDS: to send his and Nancy's
condolences to thetr former movie col-
league, Rook Hudsan. when he was dying
of AIDS: and to recently suggest that
Americans might bank their own blood,
as a precaution against an AlDS-contami-
nated blood transfusion.

Critics say that the lack of presiden-
tial leadership against AIDS has accom-
maodated the highly vocal, fundamentalist
religio-political factions that support him.
From Jerry Falwell to Lyndon LaRouche,
the preachers of political extremes have
used the AIDS tragedy to condemn homo-
sexual behavior and terrify the public.

« But while politics are being played
with AIDS, the disease itself Is threaten-
ing to become a ballooning epidemic here
and around the worid - perhaps the most
challenging infectious agent ever con-
fronted by modern science.

'lnlidiommolthodhan

There hasa never been a microbe before
like the AIDS virus, that, ltkke a double
agent, destroys the very system that
should protect a person against infection.
Nor has there been a virus that singies
out to kill the precise cells that should set
the protective process in motion. AIDS pa-
tients die of latent infections a ad cancers
that arise when they are so compromised.

None of this is news to the Reagan ad-
mintstration. The grim nature of this dis-
ease is evident in the bleak statistics pub-
lished weekly by the federal Centers for
Discase Control.

Even so0, many have begun to question

whether the CDC has avotded - or at Jeast
delayed - reporting what would be vtewed
as politically unweicome ramifications of
AIDS.

Insiders say there was CDC reslstance
to pubiishing military studles of recruits
who are (nfected - proportlonateiy four
times as many as civillan blood donors.
These reports were the first and the
strongest (o detect the spread of the dis-
ease 10 America’s young heterosexual
adults and by women to men.

Only last week did CDC highiight find-
Ings that show AIDS is twice as prevalent
in the natic’s black and Hispanic aduits
and children, particularly the poor. in
proportion to their numbers - though the
data have been gathered across four
years.

CDC has still not defined the chrontc
form of AIDS. nor sought its reporting.
While strict definitions of AIDS were justi-
fled early in the eptdemic in order to care-
fully monitor it, many. Inciuding the
Academy scientists. now feei that AIDS-
related cases should be recognized -

" counted and provided for. By excluding

them from official definitions and counts,
for whatever reason. CDC also has kept
offtcial AIDS numbers artifictally low and
prevented chronic AIDS patients from be-
ing eligible for publicly funded heaith and
disability benefits.

One doctor’s warning

Dr. James Noble, director of infectious
diseases at Carney Hospital in Boston, a
factlity that cares for a large share of the
city’'s poor, expresses the view of many
doctors now treating AIDS patients, when
he says. “"Lack of knowledge about the ex-
tent and the impact of diseases caused by
the AIDS virus among the urban poor is
an enormous problem. This problem has
been neglected by authorities from the
president on down.” .

Because too little has been done for too
long, it may now be too late to avert a na-
tional heaith disaster.

When the National Academy of Sci-
ence panelists, who devised the sweeping
new AIDS report, were asked who i3 now
at risk for AIDS (America’s blood supply
being virtually AIDS~ree), they answered:
drug addicts. their sexual partners, their
children to be and anyone ~ gay or
straight. city or rural - at risk for a sex-
ually transmitted disease.

Those diseases range from 90.000
cases of syphylia a year to 1.8 mtllion of
gonorrhea. While these discases may be
more easily spread than AIDS, the differ-
ence is that they are curable and not for-
ever transmissable as is AIDS.

Dr. Koop finally faced up to the men-
ace of AIDS In his report; urging all-out
preventive sex education for the pubilic,
starting as carly as the fourth grade.
Even here..however, poiltics sesmed still
to be the foremost consideration.

Koop’'s report was to be [ssued
“*around the first of June.” He did not re-
lease it, however, until a week after he
was bricfed on the content of the Acade-
my panel’s study -~ in time to take the
gloss off that report and to give the mis-
taken impression that the White House
had done something about AIDS.



