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The reality of the AIDS pandemic in the workplace
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World AIDS day was commemorated globally on 1 December 2004. This is an annual event during which, inter alia,  awareness is heightened, daunting statistics are made known and evaluated and we allow ourselves to refocus and look at different and better ways to manage the scourge of AIDS. Recent statistics released reflect the following:

	LIFE EXPECTANCY (in years)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	2001
	2010

	
	With AIDS
	Without AIDS
	With AIDS
	Without AIDS

	Botswana
	39,3
	70,5
	29
	73,2

	Ethiopia
	45,2
	56,1
	42,1
	60,1

	Kenya
	48
	64,9
	44,3
	68,4

	SA
	49
	65,7
	35,5
	68,3

	Swaziland
	40,4
	57,7
	29,7
	61,5

	Zimbabwe
	37,8
	69,9
	32,5
	72,8

	Zambia
	37,2
	58,7
	38,9
	72,8

	Source : AIDS Analysis AFRICA
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It is further projected that in 2009 the number of children orphaned as a result of AIDS will probably reach the 2 million mark.

The biggest impact on the SA population by the year 2010 is estimated to be in the age group 25 – 49 years. A cause for concern indeed. 

Some facts with regard to AIDS in the workplace:

· HIV/AIDS has over the past 3 to 5 years appeared as one of the top 5 risks in the Risk Profile of many an organization.  
· HIV/AIDS affects millions of South Africans from all walks of life, including people in the workplace.

· There are a number of laws and guidelines relating to people who have HIV/AIDS in the workplace. The most important of these is that an HIV positive employee has the same rights and duties as other employees.  

· They cannot be treated differently to other employees by employers or by co-workers.

· An employee cannot be fired, retrenched or refused a job simply because they are HIV positive.

· HIV positive employees are also entitled to the same training, development and promotion opportunities as any other employee.

· No employer can require that a job applicant have an HIV test before they are employed.

· There is a small risk that HIV can be transmitted accidentally through contact with infected blood. It is important: 

· that all blood is treated as possibly infected; 

· that first aid kits which include protective gloves and other devices are available in the workplace as required by General Safety Regulation 3 of the OHSAct, 1993.

· that employees are trained to prevent HIV transmission when helping an injured person

Managing the Risk of HIV/AIDS in the Workplace

There are many positive steps both employers and employees can take to deal with the HIV/AIDS risk. 

Actions include: 

· Developing a workplace policy on HIV/AIDS – this policy should be drafted in conjunction with and communicated extensively to all levels of staff. Include a Pledge with the Policy. This Pledge should by signed by all staff as an indication of commitment  to abide by and uphold the policy in the organisation.

· Negotiating benefits such as medical aid, insurance, retirement benefits and disability cover in the interests of all employees. 

· Train and equip Peer Educators in the workplace to assist with spreading the word.

· Developing a workplace program that includes awareness campaigns, condom distribution, treatment of sexually transmitted diseases and care for HIV-positive staff members.

What every employer should  ultimately aim  to achieve can be illustrated as follows:
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We trust that this information assisted. For those employers who are managing the risk :” Hang in there.” And to those who are in the process of implementing an intervention, we say “Good Luck.”  

Acknowledgement : Info adapted in part from write-ups by Department of Health and  Peoplemanagement®
Enjoy your weekend
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