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PUBLIC  HEALTH  POLICY
SEXUAL HEALTH
Introduction

HIV has been a huge health issue throughout the world since early 1980s.
In this report I aim to analyse the global sexual health epidemic looking at sexually transmitted Infection (STI) but focusing on HIV/AIDS, I will be looking at how the disease spreads, the causes of HIV/AIDS, the incidence, the prevalence, and the vulnerable groups.
Sexually transmitted Infections are among the most commonly known transmittable diseases affecting the lives of men, women and children worldwide. There is also a lot of stigma ,shame and stereotyping among those who are affected by sexually transmitted infections.(who.int., 2020)
What is Sexual Health
Sexual health "is a state of physical, social and mental well-being" in a sexual relationship. The relationship requires both partners to be dutiful and constructive about their approach to their sexual relationship, at the same time making their relationship a pleasurable experience for both partners avoiding any force , prejudice and compulsion.(who.int., 2020)
What is HIV
Definitions from various health organisations

The human Immunodeficiency Virus(HIV) is a virus that fights CD4 cells which supports the body to fight infection the virus makes the infected person more vulnerable to other diseases and infections.(hiv.gov,2020)

"Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), is a virus that attacks the body's immune system".(cdc.gov)

"Human Immunodeficiency Virus(HIV), is a virus that damages the cells in your immune system and weakens your ability to fight everyday infections and disease."(nhs.uk, 2018)
"The human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) targets the immune system and weakens people's defence against many infections and some types of cancer."(who.int, 2020)
CD4 Cells
Cluster of Differentiation (CD4) cells are white blood cells that helps the body to fight infections. A persons CD4 cell count provides information on the health of his or her immune system (Hughson 2017).
CD4 cells are also known as CD4T cells, the T stands for T-lymphocytes or "helper" cells. A CD4 cell count persons is the number of white blood cells found in a cubic millilitre of blood. (Hughson 2017)
Normal CD4 cell count: A normal person will have between 500-1500 cells in a cubic millilitre of blood.

Abnormal CD4 cell count: A CD4 cell count between 200-500 indicates a weakened immune system. People living with HIV with CD4 cell count below 200 are at a very high risk of getting infected with other illness and diseases.( (Hughson 2017).
Symptoms of HIV

The majority of infected persons experience Flu like symptoms which can last up to two weeks. After the symptoms disappear, HIV the infected person may not experience any symptoms for several years and the virus will continue to destroy the immune system. This is to say that one could have HIV not be aware of it. (nhs.uk, 2018)
How HIV is transmitted

HIV can be transmitted through several activities, people usually contract HIV through sexual activities and needle or syringe use, transmission normally happens through exchange of bodily fluids such semen ( also known as 'cum'), blood, pre seminal fluid (also referred to as 'precum'), vaginal fluids, rectal fluids and in some cases even breast milk. (cdc.gov,2020)
For transmission ton occur these fluids must come into direct contact with damage tissue, mucus membrane (usually found inside the penis, vagina, mouth and rectum). It is also possible for transmission to occur when these fluids are directly introduced (either from a syringe or needle) into the blood stream. HIV is highly unlikely to be transmitted through urine, saliva, or sweat.(nhs.uk,2018)
1.  Transmission through anal and vaginal sex

In the UK and most parts of the western world HIV transmission occurs mainly through vaginal or anal sex without using a condom or taking medicines to treat or prevent HIV.(nhs.uk, 2018) 
For an HIV negative sex partner the most likely high risk sexual behaviour which may lead to transmission of HIV is receptive anal sex. In the case of vaginal sex transmission to either partner is very likely although it is still less risky compared to contracting HIV through receptive anal sex.(cdc.gov, 2019)
2.  Transmission through syringes or needles

HIV can also be transmitted through sharing of syringes or needles, sharing of rinse water and other paraphernalia or apparatus used by drug addicts to prepare drugs and other illicit substances for injection with another individual who has already contracted HIV . Research has revealed that,  human immune deficiency virus (HIV) could live in an infected needle for 42 days if temperature and other factors are favourable. 
3.   Other routes of transmission
Other means of the HIV virus being transmitted are less likely however the risk still exist. These include the following:
a. From mother to child through breast milk: This is normally from mother to child through pregnancy, child birth or lactation. The risk of transmission through this means is increased  if a mother is an HIV patient and not taking medication. Screening all pregnant women for HIV and immediate commencement of treatment on diagnosis will greatly reduce the number of children born with HIV.
b. Accidental injection of infected needles by health professionals: Health professionals may be accidentally exposed to needles infected with the HIV virus in the course of their duty. 
c. Transmission through oral sex: Under normal circumstances transmission through oral sex is extremely rare. Contracting HIV through placing the mouth on the penis or vagina or anus of an infected partner is atypical. However the risk of transmission through such sexual activities may become more likely if an infected partner ejaculates in the mouth of  his partner in the course of sexual intimacy.
d. Transmission through contaminated blood transfusion infected or organ transplants and tissue or blood products: It is possible for HIV to be transmitted through transfusion of infected blood, working with blood products and transplanted tissue organ is possible however in recent time, the risk of contracting HIV through this means is low due to the meticulous screening of donated blood, organs and tissues prior to administering them to the recipients.
e. Transmission through deep open mouth kissing: Transmission by means of deep open mouth kissing is possible however such mode of contracting the HIV virus is likely only if both partners involved in the open-mouth kissing have got bleeding gums or sores in the mouth. However, even in such cases, transmission may occur only likely if the blood of the infected partner gets into the bloodstream of the negative partner since HIV cannot be transmitted through saliva.

Stages of HIV Infection

a.  Stage 1 (seroconversion stage)
The first stage of the HIV infection is also known as the seroconversion illness, this is when the infected person suffers a short which could be mistaken for a Flu and could pass without being noticed. On the other hand some people could be severely ill and may need to see a Doctor. The seroconversion stage is when the HIV is at the most infectious. (Terrence Higgins Trust - THT,2020)

b.   Stage 2 (asymptomatic stage)
After the first stage of the HIV infection most people feel great and may not experience any symptoms. The second stage also known as the asymptomatic stage can prolong for many years. Although the infected person may feel well the HIV virus is very active and could be passed on, this is because the virus is reproducing itself and destroying the immune system of the infected person making him or her susceptible to other illness and diseases.

c.   Stage 3 (symptomatic stage)
This stage is known as the Symptomatic stage, at this stage if the HIV infected person does not receive treatment, they stand a greater risk of being infected with other illness and diseases due to their weakened immune system.(THT, 2020).  If left untreated HIV can develop into AIDS.

What is AIDS
Acquired Immune Deficiency syndrome (AIDS) is the latter stage of the HIV infection. AIDS is the name for a collection of illnesses caused by the HIV virus due to severity of the immune system damage of the HIV infected person.(nhs.uk, 2018)

When an HIV infected person is diagnosed early, they can have treatment and HIV will not progress into AIDS.

Treatment
HIV can be treated with antiretroviral medicine called  pre-exposure prophylaxis (PrEP).This medication prevents the HIV virus from duplicating itself, which enables the immune system of the HIV infected person to repair itself and stop further damage. PrEP is available as a tablet and it is taken prior to having sex and being exposed to the HIV virus.
KEY FACTS
a) Almost 33 million lives have been claimed by the HIV infection which makes it a huge public health issue globally. The availability of PrEP has made HIV a manageable chronic health condition in which essentially means people living with HIV are now able to live long healthy productive years (who.int, 2020).
b) At the end of 2019 it was reported that as many as 38 million people where living with HIV. Coverage of services has been increasing gradually due to the joint international effort in response to the HIV pandemic. This joint international collaboration has resulted in 53% of children and 68% of adults living with HIV worldwide receiving anti retroviral therapy(ART) for the rest of their lives.(who.int, 2020)
c) In addition to the above point an overwhelming number of pregnant and breast feeding women (nearly 85%) living with HIV have also been granted access to regular supply of anti-retroviral drug (ART).Access to ART has not only safeguarded the health of these women, it has also minimised the risk of these women passing on the HIV virus to their unborn babies.
d) However it must be pointed out that not everyone living with HIV is able to access testing, treatment and care meant for such people. A typical example of that shortfall is what transpired in 2018 where targets known as the Super Fast Track target meant for lowering new HIV infections in babies(paediatric) missed the target, it also appears worldwide targets for this year(2020) appears to be off course as well unless quick action is taken.
e) In  2019  690,000 people lost their lives to HIV due to gaps in HIV services, at the same time there 1.7 million new infection reported cases.

Incidence- UK Statistics

In 2018 103,800 people were living with HIV in the UK. 7.500 people out of this number are said to be undiagnosed so may be unaware of their HIV positive status. In the UK London is the city with the highest rate of HIV infection, statistics show that 34% of all new diagnosed cases in the UK in 2018 were living in London and 38% of people living with HIV who were receiving medical care were also resident in London.
In 2018 a total number 4,453 were diagnosed to have contracted HIV in the UK.  Gay or bisexual men constituted the majority (51%)  of this new diagnosis. 

The statistics also revealed that about 1,550 heterosexual people  in the UK contracted  HIV. About 41% of that number were men and women of African descent (mainly black Africans. (tht.org.uk,  2018)
The statistics also reveal that the rate of HIV infection  in the UK is on the decline since it hit the peak in 2005.

Global Prevalence
Figure 1 below shows the global picture with respect to HIV infection rate worldwide.
Figure 1:  2019 Adult HIV Prevalence Worldwide

	Region
	% of Adults living with HIV (Adult Prevalence)


	No. of People living with HIV -% of global total
	No. of people newly infected with HIV
	No. of Aids related deaths

	Global Total
	0.7 %
	38 million (100%)
	1.7 million 
	690,000

	Eastern and Southern Africa
	6.7 %
	20.7 million (54%)
	730,000
	300,000

	Western and Central Africa
	1.4 %
	4.9 million (13%)
	240,000
	140,000

	Asia and the pacific
	0.2 %
	5.8 million (15 %)
	300,000
	160,000

	Western and Central Europe and North America 
	0.2 % 
	2.2 million (6%)
	65,000
	12,000


	Latin America
	0.4 %
	2.1 million
(6%)
	120,000
	37,000

	Eastern Europe and central Asia
	0.9%
	1.7 million(4%)
	170,000
	35,000

	The Caribbean
	1.1% 
	330,000 (<1%)
	13,000
	6,900

	Middle East and North Africa
	<0.1%
	240,000 (<1%)
	20,000
	8,000


Sourced from: Kaiser Family Foundation 2020: (https://www.kff.org/global-health-policy/fact-sheet/the-global-hivaids-epidemic/)
Vulnerable Groups
There are a number of vulnerable as far as HIV infection is concerned but I would like to focus on women (infected women).  This is because more than half the number of people living with HIV globally are women. Recent statistics reveal that young women between the ages 10 - 24 years stand double the chance of contracting HIV as the male counterparts of the same age range (avert.org, 2020). It is a well known fact that the higher prevalence of HIV among women is attributable to the disparity between men and women  in terms of social and economic status across many cultures around the world. Another key factor may be the hostility of many societies towards extra marital sex and the limited social autonomy of women may curtail access to HIV and other sexual health services. 
HIV Affects Women Differently

There are many problems HIV poses which are unique to women. These include the following:

a. Heightened risk of developing cervical cancer

b. Increased of health conditions/disease

c. Gynaecological health problems

d. The side effects of taking HIV medicine and interaction between HIV medication and other drugs

e. Issues related to aging

It is essential to point out that special care must be taken by health providers when they are managing pregnancies among women living with HIV (hiv.gov, 2020).

Role of Agencies

1. Local Authorities
The Local Authorities have been assigned duty of care towards the wellbeing of HIV infected sufferers. The NHS in collaboration with Local Authorities and under the auspices of the national Institute for Health and care Excellence  are providing what is dubbed 'needle exchange programme', where they supply needles to people who inject drugs. The programme is aimed at  lower the rate of contraction of pathogens transmitted through blood.
2. National

The Medical Foundation For Aids and Sexual Health under endorsement from the Department of Health, British HIV Association and the National Association of NHS Providers of AIDS Care and Treatment(nat.org.uk) has published standards recommended to the NHS HIV services as n instrument of change to enable a lot more people to live free of HIV. The aim of the standard is to:
a) Create a level of care that all parts of England can achieve

b) Ease equal access to health services for people living with HIV

c) Maintaining a high level of care  
d) Oversee equitable collaboration between the HIV service providers and service users. (nat.org.uk,  2020)
POLICIES
UK Government policy on HIV/AIDS
On 30 January 2020, the UK Government announced a new policy on HIV/AIDS. The policy commits the government to ending all new transmissions of the disease in England by 2030. Furthermore, it has become a new UK government policy to ensure there will be no new infections in the UK within the next 10 years. This new policy was announced by the UK Secretary for Health Social Care Matt Hancock at an HIV summit held in London. The main action plans will be as follows:
a. Prevention

b. Special attention paid to groups most at risk: gay, bisexual and BAME (Black, African and Minority Ethnic ) groups 

c. Extensive monitoring  of progress
Conclusion

Having unprotected sex can put a person at a high risk of contracting  HIV  from an infected person. Everyone has a role to play in educating their family, friends, neighbours and the community of the damaging effect HIV can have on a person's life. To reduce or eradicate HIV, it will take the partnership working of governmental agencies, policy makers and global health organisations to make continuous treatment available for those already infected and others who may get infected.
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